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Introduction 


(Cae OF THE SPiRIT isa collection of writings by Nancy Baltins. 
It is also a tribute to all of the contributions she made to the many 
persons whose lives she changed. These writings have been compiled 
and edited by the Nancy Baltins Legacy Committee of Plymouth Con- 
gregational Church, whose members were participants in her spiritual 
direction practice, in joyful celebration of her life and work. 

The Committee has included all of Nancy’s known meditations, 
lectures, papers, and interviews, as well as tributes by some of those 
who knew her well. 

Nancy produced these writings between 1985 and 1996 during the 
fifth and last decade of her life. She shares with us insights gained from 
her explorations in spirituality and related traditions from Jungian psy- 
chology and world religions, and from her encounters with God result- 
ing from her daily spiritual practices. In Gifts of the Spirit, she 
continues to help all who seek to deepen their sense of God’s presence 
in their lives. 

We have organized this book into four sections. 

Personal Gifts: The Character of a Life, includes tributes Nancy 
received in recognition of a few of the contributions she made to her 
community, and her own reflections on her life and her spiritual journey. 

Pastoral Gifts: Experiencing God in Our Lives, contains twenty- 
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two meditations which Nancy delivered at the 8:30 a.m. Sunday chapel 
service at Plymouth between 1989 and 1996. Many find these medita- 
tions to be the most compelling part of her legacy. 

Intellectual Gifts: Questions About God, consists of a more formal 
examination of spirituality in four of her graduate school papers from 
United Theological Seminary in New Brighton, Minnesota; a lecture 
series she gave on Carl Jung, and a talk on her visit to the Holy Land. 

In Professional Gifts: A Practice of Spiritual Direction, Nancy dis- 
cusses personal spiritual formation and her views on the practice of 
spiritual direction. In an interview she describes how this practice can 
help those seeking to understand or develop their relationship with 
God. Also included are four informal meditations she gave to her Spir- 
itual Growth Groups at Plymouth. 

Nancy was the childhood friend and beloved wife of Andris Baltins, 
and loving mother of their children, Sasha and Nick. She was a friend, 
a teacher, a counselor, and a spiritual guide to many. 

After earning a Bachelor’s degree in 1967 from Smith College, 
Nancy acquired a Masters in Social Work at the University of Minne- 
sota in 1970. After graduating from Minnesota she worked in Colom- 
bia, South America, for two years supervising social workers. She then 
worked as a social worker with Lutheran Social Services and as a social 
worker and supervisor with the Hennepin County Department of 
Public Welfare. 

In 1989 Nancy earned a Master of Arts in Theology at United The- 
ological Seminary and studied for a time at the Jung Institute in Zurich, 
Switzerland. Her hunger for a meaningful career and a closeness with 
God, and a yearning to help others with their spiritual journeys led her 
to further studies and a Certificate in 1992 from the Center for Spiri- 
tual Guidance in Minneapolis. 

Nancy led an active life of volunteering in many organizations, 
making significant contributions of talent and spirit. With the onset of 
her illness she withdrew from most activities in order to concentrate 
on her family, her personal spiritual practices, and her professional 
practice of spiritual direction. it 

Over the years, as Nancy grew into a deep spiritual life, her guid- 


ing purpose became to live in the presence of God and to help others 
do the same. 
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Nancy assessed her personal and spiritual life when she was thirty- 
nine (see page nine). By age fifty she had become a remarkable teacher 
of spiritual wisdom and practitioner of spiritual direction. Her min- 
istry to our Plymouth Community and to others was well-established, 
deeply valued, and greatly missed since her death. 

Who knows what the future would have held for Nancy and those 
who knew her had she lived? Now, through Gifts of the Spirit, she can 
continue to live not only through our memories but also through the 
wisdom and spirit she so generously shared. 


Nancy died on June 30, 1996. In fond remembrance we dedicate this 


book to her. 


Nancy Ba.tins LEGACY COMMITTEE 
John Walley, Chair 

Virginia Campbell 

Virginia Humphrey 

Margaret Smith 

PLYMOUTH CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH 


Minneapolis, Minnesota 
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Ut PERSONAL GIFTS 


The Character of a Life 


ASSESSMENTS 


TRIBUTES 


Assessing My Life 
at Age Thirty-nine 


1985 


UE UNTIL THE AGE OF 31, my life had runa relatively smooth 
course. I set goals, and I attained them. I laid my plans, and I 
watched them grow into fruition. I got into Northrop School, was 
elected yearbook editor, got into Smith College early decision, took no 
psychology or sociology courses at Smith because I knew I was going 
to bea social worker, got my MSW, married Prince Charming whom I 
had met in third grade at Kenwood School, spent two years in South 
America supervising 30 Colombian social workers on my first real job, 
came back to work in child abuse before it was famous and was first on 
the list to be promoted into administration. 

I loved my job — the cases would arrive at my desk in a two-foot- 
thick folder from all the professionals who had failed with that family. 
“The buck stops here,” I would reflect proudly, and then plow enthu- 
siastically into the case to explore what I could do that hadn’t been 
done before. I confidently took the stand in court, sworn in as an expert 
witness to testify as to who was an unfit mother. Some cases were obvi- 
ous — the Native American mother who threw her children in front of 
oncoming traffic when she was drunk and who refused treatment. One 
of my more famous cases was with a darling seven-year-old girl who 
was emotionally disturbed, and no one could diagnose why. I intu- 
itively sensed her father was a woman. So I confronted her, and she was 
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very surprised but very relieved to admit it. Seventy percent of the time 
cases came to a successful resolution. 

After nine years of a mostly egalitarian marriage, our daughter 
Sasha was born. I carefully planned my six-month leave and even got 
the Welfare Department to create their first part-time job in that 
department. 

Then reality set in. When I left Sasha at my carefully chosen day 
care home, I ached. I asked for a review of her every move from the day 
care mom. I felt the way writer Carolyn Polese wrote about mother- 
ing: “I did not know I would sit in the porch, holding that small, sep- 
arate body against mine and feel something rising inside, folding 
around my baby like soft wings.” And the feeling didn’t go away — it 
invaded my life. 

I finally went back to work 16 hours a week for several months until 
our second baby came. I still clung to the notion that “women can 
finally have it all” — a successful relationship, career, and children. Asa 
working mom I tried to be the Super Mom that it takes when you work 
outside the home — be extraordinarily organized and leap tall problems 
like finding babysitters, 3 a.m. feedings, sexual stereotyping. 

What happened to my egalitarian marriage? How come it didn’t 
translate into egalitarian parenting? My husband was clear; we should 
hire a housekeeper. He was able to walk out the door every day at 9 
A.M. I couldn’t. So I “chose” to become the primary caretaker of our 
children. 

Nick, #2 child, was born with Down’s Syndrome. I was so glad I 
had decided before his birth to take time off from my career. Nick was 
one of life’s lessons for me which come unexpectedly but come never- 
theless, and according to a time frame that is divine, often bringing pain 
and struggle. When the pupil is ready the teacher appears; Nick has 
been such a great teacher. I second what his teacher says, “He makes 
my day.” 

So now ~ six years later I’m still not back to my career. There cer- 
tainly have been difficult parts to staying at home. I felt I was wasting 
my professional training, that I was letting Smith down. My sense of 
self took a nosedive — no more paychecks or promotions to tell me how 
competent I was. I avidly read the Sunday New York Times to be sure 
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Thad something to say at parties. One year I did take a half-time staff 
position in my church and sheepishly realized that when someone at a 
party asked what I did and I was able to say Neighborhood Coordi- 
nator instead of homemaker, the next question was almost never about 
my job, but rather about the Sunday New York Times. 

I determined I would simply not be a “traditional housewife.” I then 
realized that this traditional view of woman as wife, housewife and 
mother was a real myth, a misrepresentation of reality. This definition 
leaves out the whole of women’s outside-the-house role — her activity 
as worker, participation in a community and in special groups in the 
community, member of a church or synagogue, kind of an extended 
family and friends. 

As a housewife, I certainly do not think of myself as mainly a sup- 
port to my husband. The relationship of my family to the community 
is not maintained solely through my husband while my activities are 
confined to home and leisure. 

I have come to realize that making a living is not the only way to 
make a life. At first I made a life by accepting every offer of activity that 
came my way. I have learned Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s truth that 
“muy life cannot implement in action all the demands to which my heart 
responds.” 

So I began to take on what I liked and what I was good at and con- 
sequently began to know myself more and more. I found activities that 
met the needs that paid employment had met — needs for respect, pur- 
pose, freedom, putting to use individual talents, maintaining connec- 
tions to the world outside of the home. 

I came to realize that one’s basic need is to be active. Being active — 
the process of doing, continuing and developing — is crucial to creating 
and sustaining an identity. One recognizes and trusts oneself as a pri- 
mary agent, not just an “other.” An autonomous, originating subject 
does not fit into a life that is judged by connections with other people, 
such as husband and children. 

Maybe the most important reason I have chosen to stay at home for 
the time being is to express my values in the life I have chosen. I want to 
be the one to raise my children. This is the only job where I am truly 


indispensable. 
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As a result of delaying my return to social work, I have received 
many rewards and reinforcements. I have learned that all days that are 
not productive as defined by a Protestant work culture are not wasted. 
I have had time to offer a helping hand to another person. I’ve been able 
to notice the many times a friend or stranger reaches to me ina helpful 
way. I believe our vibrancy comes from involvement with others, from 
contributing our talents, our hearts, to another’s daily travails. 

And I learn so much from watching how my children enjoy things, 
how they know what’s important — people, not things; shared fun, not 
possessions. My children live in the world as simply a part of it — all 
you have to do is simply be there. They have neither the time nor the 
perspective to struggle much with questions of identity or meaning. 

So my children have taught me one of life’s ultimate lessons — to live 
in the moment. I believe being wholly in tune with the present moment 
is how we come to know the spiritual essence that comes with all of life. 
Being mindful this minute of what’s happening eases anxiety and fear. 

Longing for a different time, a distant place, a career instead of being 
at home prevents us from seeing the gifts offered in this present 
moment. And they are there. As Sheldon Kopp says so succinctly, 
“This is it ... It doesn’t get any better.” 

Of course, I do still set some goals. It is good to have an end to jour- 
ney towards — but in the end, it is the journey that matters. 


Nancy Baltins Recognized 
as Outstanding Volunteer 


“The PACESETTER Newsletter” 
PACER Center 


APRIL 25,1992 


Le FIRST NORMA HEXTER AWarp for Outstanding Volunteers 
“was presented to Nancy Baltins of Minneapolis” on April 25th 
at the roth Annual Benefit of the PACER Center (Parent Advocacy 
Coalition for Educational Rights). 

“From the stage of the Minneapolis Convention Center, Nancy 
Lehrman (daughter of Norma Hexter), described Nancy as ‘an extra- 
ordinary person who is always willing to lend a hand to help others. 
She cares about people and gives of herself in many different ways.’ 

“Baltins served as a volunteer with the Count Me In PACER pup- 
pets for many years, then helped introduce scripts for the Let’s Prevent 
Abuse program, and is now helping to pilot scripts on family strengths 
fombACER: 

“In addition to her puppeteering, Nancy was the first Patron Party 
Chair of the PACER Benefit, helped set up the original PACER Advi- 
sory Board, taught disability awareness to children at Barton School 
through PACER, and is a supportive volunteer for many other activi- 
ties'at PACER: 

“Nancy also volunteers at Plymouth Congregational Church and 
has been instrumental in re-opening a drop-in center program for 
adults with mental illness and mental retardation. She and her husband 
Andy have been involved in helping Hmong and Southeast Asian fam- 
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ilies, and have been a host family. Nancy and Andy’s children are 11- 
year-old Nick, who has Down’s Syndrome, and Sasha, 13. 

“Concerned about poverty in our society, Nancy, without fanfare 
or recognition, has become involved with helping inner city children 
and trying to make the world a better place. ‘She has touched the lives 
of many people and radiates with her smile a caring and love,’ 
Lehrman’s description concluded.” 


Nancy Baltins - 
The Spirit of God Resides in You 


Romans 8:9 


Lucy QUAINTANCE 

“FLAME” NEWSLETTER 

PLYMOUTH CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH 
NOVEMBER 1995 


ie MARCH OF THIS YEAR, Nancy Baltins stood before the early ser- 
vice congregation and declared the theme dearest to her heart: 


“When we take time to shut down from our scheduled goal- 
driven life to withdraw into silence and seclusion, we begin to 
know beyond a shadow of a doubt that God’s right hand is 
upholding us. ... We accept that our life will hold pain and dif- 
ficulty. ... We will have tough times. We will get sick. Our spir- 
itual journey is not about getting rid of life’s difficulties. It’s 
about dancing with them.” 


Just four months after this meditation was given, Nancy was 
plunged into pain and difficulty when shortness of breath sent her to 
the emergency room. Soon after, she was diagnosed as having ovarian 
cancer with metastasis to the lung. 

On a recent evening, Nancy is recalling the upheaval of her illness: 
the fear her family has experienced, the long and intricate surgeries, the 
wretched chemotherapy. Despite the suffering, she says that these have 
been the most rewarding three months of her life. They have provided 
her with opportunities for deep experiences of intimacy with family 
and friends, and they have forced her to make the inner changes nec- 
essary to her recovery. “Slowing down,” she says, “I see the evidence 
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of God’s love everywhere.” 

What has fed and sustained Nancy’s unshakable faith and passion? 
Who is this charismatic member of Plymouth Church whose influence 
has been felt in virtually every area of our church’s life? 

Born into the Plymouth community, Nancy was active in Pilgrim 
Fellowship throughout her youth, but she was not involved with the 
church for the ten years following her graduation from Smith College. 
During the decade of early adulthood she received her Master’s Degree 
in Social Work from the University of Minnesota and held jobs with 
Lutheran Social Services and Hennepin County Child Protection. 

She married Andris, a lawyer, whom she calls her “soul mate.” Her 
friend since third grade, Andris has been her lifetime partner in spiri- 
tual conversation. The couple spent two years in Bogota, Colombia, 
where Nancy worked for the Foster Parent Plan 

Sasha’s birth in 1977 reawakened Nancy’s desire to be part of the 
church community, and Nancy is deeply satisfied that Sasha has been 
engaged in the life of Plymouth for all of her 18 years. Sasha is now a 
freshman at Tufts University, and Nancy has cherished the time she has 
spent with her daughter in three visits to Boston this fall. 

Once she returned to Plymouth, Nancy became extraordinarily 
active in the church community. She has been the chair of both the 
Neighborhood Board and the Board of Deacons. She served on the 
Board of Trustees and was the co-chair of both the Stewardship Com- 
mittee and the Capital Campaign. With two associate ministers she 
taught Kerygma, a 32-week Bible study class. She has led four adult 
education workshops: “In the Footsteps of Jesus,” “Thomas Merton,” 
“Spirituality,” and “Carl Jung.” Nancy is now co-chair of the Senior 
Minister Search Committee. 

None of these remarkable leadership roles, however, appears on 
Nancy’s short list of the Plymouth activities that have given her the 
greatest satisfaction. She names two — her work with the Drop-In 
Center and the founding of the Spirituality Task Force. Both are related 
to events that she regards as epiphanies: experiences that defined her 
vocation and her life. = 

Nicholas was born in 1979. When Nancy learned that he had 
Down’s Syndrome she felt anguish. Could she fully accept and love 
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someone who wasn’t expected to achieve, when achievement meant 
everything to her? Falling in love with her child made her question all 
her values: “A tremendous mystery had blossomed in my life, and I 
knew I would have to study the paradox that had turned my life upside 
down.” Nick is “a being of unending love, showing constant mercy 
without judging or shaming.” He is a freshman at Washburn High 
School and is writing a book about his life. Achievements abound. 

It was Nick who was responsible for Nancy’s deep and abiding 
affection for the Plymouth Drop-In Center, which provides hospital- 
ity and support for adults with mental illness. She has been a volunteer 
there for 16 years. Nancy says that she doesn’t go to the Drop-In 
Center as a “do-gooder,” rather she is inspired and fed by her friends 
there, who demonstrate that “joy can prevail in spite of the mind’s and 
body’s woes.” 

In 1990 the Board of Neighborhood and Social Concerns voted to 
close the Drop-In Center, deciding that a newly-opened, government- 
sponsored center made ours unnecessary. Nancy, and her successor as 
Coordinator of Neighborhood Services John Savereide, wrote an elo- 
quent and forceful letter of protest, which the Flame published. The 
Board changed its decision. The Drop-In Center continues to be a vital 
neighborhood resource. 

The same year that the Drop-In Center was spared, Nancy received 
her Master’s Degree in Divinity from United Theological Seminary. 
She found that the seminary experience had been intellectually stimu- 
lating, but “it did not engage my heart.” It was then that Nancy took 
part in a home retreat that the Cenacle Retreat Center brought to Ply- 
mouth. Members of the group met at Plymouth to receive and discuss 
Bible passages for use in prayer and meditation at home. 

Early on an Easter morning Nancy decided to walk around Lake 
Harriet and meditate further on the Bible passages. While she walked, 
she was suddenly struck with an amazing coincidence; the windows of 
several houses appeared to be ablaze with red candles. Something 
caused her to turn around, and she was facing a gigantic red sun, the 
genesis of the tiny glowing reflections. “It was a transcendent experi- 
ence, in which I knew that God was present and visible in my life, if 


only I chose to turn and look.” 
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It was this second epiphany that shaped Nancy’s vocation: to help 
people to wake up to the dimension of the Holy Spirit in their daily 
lives. The Spirituality Enrichment Task Force, initiated by the Board of 
Deacons in 1989 while Nancy was the chair, began offering retreats and 
creating small groups that would foster spiritual conversation. 

Through the Spiritual Guidance Training Program at the Center in 
the City, Nancy has taken the training to become a spiritual director — 
a term she hesitates to use because she feels that instead of being a 
“director,” she isa companion on the spiritual journey. She has several 
directees with whom she meets monthly. She has also started spiritual 
direction groups, where members encourage each other in the process 
of discerning God’s presence in their everyday lives. 

Inevitably, the members of Nancy’s various groups meet each other, 
with their common denominators being spiritual hunger and a friend 
named Nancy Baltins. They are grateful for this woman, who has 
helped to fan the flame and strengthen the heart of Plymouth Church. 
In one of those meetings, a member said that Nancy made him think 
of Robert Frost’s poem, “The Silken Tent.” 


“She is as ina field a silken tent ... 

And its supporting central cedar pole, 

That is its pinnacle to heavenward 

And signifies the sureness of the soul, 

Seems to owe naught to any single cord, 

But strictly held by none, is loosely bound 

By countless silken ties of love and thought ...” 


“Well,” another member said, “I like to think she is our May pole.” 


Nomination for 
Woman of Distinction Award 


MARGARET V. B. WURTELE 
FEBRUARY 5, 1996 


| hes WRITING TO NOMINATE Nancy Baltins as a Woman of Dis- 
tinction. I have been Nancy’s friend since we were in eighth grade 
together. We have seen each other through marriage (both of ours), 
divorce (mine), the birth of a Down’s Syndrome child (hers), the death 
of a child (mine), and cancer (hers). Though our friendship surely 
makes me biased in her favor, I hope it only adds credibility to the 
nomination. I know this woman, and she deserves this award. 

Nancy 1s not a breaker of glass ceilings. She is not sitting victorious 
on top of some corporate hierarchical pyramid. In fact, she eschews 
pyramids and the corridors of power. She is powerful, though, make 
no mistake about it. She wields the power of humility, of service, of 
self-sacrifice and surrender. Since she was very young, Nancy’s life has 
been about knowing those less fortunate than she and using her con- 
siderable skills and talents to better their lives. 

She began her professional life as a social worker, living in Brook- 
lyn, working in Bedford Stuyvesant. This was tough work in one of the 
toughest neighborhoods in New York City. She spent two years in 
Bogota, Columbia, where she continued her work with needy children 
in a foster parent program. Back in Minneapolis, she spent five years 
with the Hennepin County Welfare department, working — before 
child abuse became a high-profile problem — with children and parents 
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in heart-wrenching situations, dealing with life-and-death decisions. 

Then she had children of her own. First, her daughter Sasha — a 
golden child, every mother’s dream — then Nicholas, born with Down’s 
Syndrome. As was to be Nancy’s pattern, she took this bit of adversity 
and turned it into a gift. She has been consistently a model — to me, to 
all her friends — of how to handle life when it surprises us with the 
unasked for, even dreaded turn of events. She accepted and embraced 
Nicholas and found that he was her teacher, demonstrating total trust 
and unconditional love. She took this love and the patience he also 
taught her, and she turned her energy outward: to the Louise Whitbeck 
Fraser School, to PACER, to Plymouth Church’s Drop-in Center, to 
changing attitudes within the public schools, giving herself tirelessly 
not just to her own Nicholas, but to the mentally handicapped of her 
greater community. 

As for her daughter, Sasha inspired Nancy to model pride in being 
a woman, to support women’s causes, and to work to build self-esteem 
and develop confidence in the young. Nancy worked hard as an 
alumna of Smith, a women’s college, chairing both the major annual 
national fundraising benefit and the local Smith Alumnae Club. In 
1994-95, she co-chaired a major Twin Cities event entitled “Full 
Esteem Ahead,” in which young women were exposed to role models, 
encouraged to take themselves seriously and to dream big dreams. Her 
daughter left for college this year, but she is not the only young woman 
who wears a pair of Nancy’s wings. 

Midlife is often an occasion for retooling, and Nancy was no excep- 
tion. Her decision to seek a Master’s degree from United Theological 
Seminary in her forties was not so much a radical change in direction 
as it was a deepening commitment to what had always been a driving 
force within her. Since she was a teenager, Nancy has been active with 
her church. Beginning with youth groups and young people’s theater 
and moving over the years to the Board of Deacons, the Board of 
Trustees, Co-chair of the Capital Fund Drive, and now the search com- 
mittee for a new minister, Nancy has been the heart and soul of Ply- 
mouth Congregational Church. 

But Nancy’s spiritual life extends far beyond the institutional 
church. Her awareness of the divine presence has truly fueled her own 
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sense of self and her work in the world. Nancy would say that her 
effectiveness (which is considerable) and her power (which is undeni- 
able) are merely a function of surrender. She seeks not to glorify her- 
self, but to be an instrument of the Higher Power. Though she is deeply 
engaged in the particular needs of her own congregation, Nancy is one 
of the most ecumenical spirits I know, accepting and embracing the 
wisdom and traditions of Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity in gen- 
eral. In the last few years, her joy, her “bliss” — as Joseph Campbell 
called it — has been to function as a spiritual director, helping others in 
groups and one-on-one to learn deep listening and to discover their 
own divine gifts. 

In August, just days before her soth birthday, Nancy felt a short- 
ness of breath that caused her to seek medical attention. It turned out 
to be an advanced case of ovarian cancer. Characteristically, this latest 
crisis has been weathered thoughtfully, with perspective and insight. 
Nancy has asked what she can learn from her disease. She has begun to 
slow down, to value her own personal time, to smell the roses. 

As her friend, I have been privileged to be close to someone whose 
talents and wisdom, whose very being have been an immense inspira- 
tion to me. I hope if she is a winner of this award, others may come to 
know, to love her and to learn from her as I have. 


Sincerely, 
Margaret V.B. Wurtele 


PAA! 


Testimonial for 
Woman of Distinction Award 


TITILAYO BEDIAKO 
APRIL 23, 1996 


| TirrLayo Bepiako. I don’t havea speech in front of me. I speak 
about my friend Nancy Solstad Baltins straight from my heart. I can 
tell you that I love Nancy very much and that Nancy is my best friend. 
Being Nancy’s best friend does not put me in an exclusive group 
because everyone who knows Nancy feels like her best friend. I say 
this because she loves all her friends unconditionally. 

One of the greatest things that Nancy stands for is the unity of all 
people. She believes that all people should come together and know 
and understand each other. She says to people who are rich, go out and 
find and know someone that is poor. She says to people who are white, 
go and make friends with someone who is black, go make friends with 
a Native American. Go make a friend with someone who is different 
from you. If everyone would get out of their comfort zone and make 
friends with someone who is unlike themselves, we wouldn’t have to 
depend on stereotypes and all the other negativity that we tend to 
believe about each other that keeps us apart. 

Does Nancy just say these things rhetorically? No, she lives it. 
Nancy goes and parties with people like First Lady Hillary Clinton, 
and humbly comes to my house or yours and says, “What can I do to 
help?” Cleaning someone’s toilet before a party is not too much for 
Nancy Baltins. 


Ape 
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Nancy is an example of the best that we have to give as human 
beings. I say to you that if everyone in the world had a friend like 
Nancy Solstad Baltins all the problems in the world would not exist 
anymore. I love you, Nancy. 


#5 


Acceptance of 
Woman of Distinction Award 


PHEBE HAUGEN 
APRIL 23, 1996 


Y NAME Is PHEBE HauGeEwn, and Nancy Baltins has been my 

friend, through all times, for over 40 years. Sunday, when she 
called me from her hospital room at Massachusetts General in Boston 
and asked me if I would accept this honor for her, I knew there would 
be no way I could communicate to those of you who don’t know her 
how truly wonderful she is. And for those of you who do know her, 
and love her as I do, I knew it would be terribly disappointing not to 
have her up here; I’m so glad we all had her warm and wise presence at 
least on video. 

Nancy asked me to convey to you her deepest gratitude for the 
honor you have given her today, and she asked that I share with you the 
two themes that have shaped and enriched her life. (I promised I would 
be brief.) 

The first of these themes is diversity. Not as political correctness or 
for any kind of recognition or reward, but in the sense that E.M. 
Forster had in mind when he wrote, as the epigram to Howards End, 
the words, “Only connect.” For Nancy, the ghettoization of society 
into homogeneous groups has been a great tragedy. For her, the rich- 
ness of life is in connecting with people who are-not just like us. Not 
because it means we’re good people or we’re socially responsible, or 
for any reason other than that it is immeasurably enriching to us all to 
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do so. To see the God who is present in each and every person, in the 
child, in the poor, in the mentally ill and the disabled — to see the God 
who is present in each of them, is to know the abundance of life. 

The second great theme Nancy identifies in her life has been sur- 
render. As she said on the tape, she has felt throughout her life a pres- 
ence sustaining and supporting her in all her times of crisis and fear, 
right up to and including her present illness. For Nancy the truest and 
best gifts have come unbidden, often out of sadness and despair, and 
only when she has surrendered her need to control her destiny. She 
wants you to know that there has been nothing so moving and so deep- 
ening in her life as the knowledge that Grace is present in all times to 
comfort and sustain us. 

On behalf of this most rare and wonderful person, I again thank 
you. 


Phebe Saunders Haugen 
Minneapolis, April 23, 1996 


25 


Nancy Baltins Shares Her Wisdom 
About Cancer and Life 


VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 
PACER CENTER 
APRIL 1996 


iL 1990, I HAD A TINY BLACK MOLE on my arm and it was diag- 
nosed to be a melanoma, which is a really virulent kind of skin 
cancer. And it was a shock because I was one of those people who was 
never sick a day in her life ... never had the flu. The surgeon took a huge 
chunk of my arm out and it was a level 2, which is not as bad as a level 
4 but is not a level 1. So it was very stunning to think about cancer, but 
the surgery was so easy. 

[realized I had gotten over-involved in a lot of activities that I didn’t 
really enjoy. And it somehow gave me permission to quit a lot of orga- 
nizations ... and, I thought about exercising, eating a more healthy diet 
and so on. So things went very well. Last May was the five year 
anniversary, which is seen as a crucial milestone (that, if you go five 
years without a recurrence, statistics say you pretty much are not going 
to have to worry about cancer). So in May we passed that anniversary 
and we celebrated. 

In June, when I had shortness of breath, I never thought about 
cancer, I thought about turning 50 and how frustrating it was that 
middle age brought shortness of breath. I do walk around Lake Har- 
riet every morning however, and as I began te-really have trouble 
making the walk, I thought this must be something more than turning 
so. So I went into the Emergency Room and panic set in among the 
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staff. My lung was full of fluid. They put me in a wheelchair. They said 
“you've got cancer all over your body.” 

It really was much more stressful than the first cancer because I felt 
a symptom and I felt concretely the invasion of my body. My children 
came to the hospital with my husband and Nick, who has Down’s Syn- 
drome and is so concrete and direct said, “Mom, you’re breaking my 
heart.” We just all sat and cried. It was a really difficult moment. 

I was going through lots of testing and lots of different doctors and 
going to the pulmonary specialists and racing around ... and under- 
neath all of the activity was a real growing fear and real growing panic 
that I wasn’t going to be able to manage this one. Something out of my 
control had really come into my life. 

I had been seeing a body worker because I’m a very head, verbal 
person; I don’t really know my body very well and I was trying to find 
alternative ways of looking at health and healing. It was hard to be with 
her because she would always ask me to image something and I always 
think about words and I’d feel very incompetent and inadequate. But 
she was a wonderful person and she just said, “just think of anything” 
and all of a sudden into my brain came a polar bear. And I really dis- 
counted it and said, “that’s ridiculous ... I’ve just made that up.” Then 
I thought, “but J made that up; 1 didn’t make up a radiator or a jar of 
Vaseline. Something’s going on.” So she said, “What do you see?” And 
I said, “Well, there’s sort of a polar bear.” And she said, “What’s he 
doing?” I said, “Well, he’s bobbing around. I don’t really know what 
he’s doing, it’s very foggy.” So after the session, she said, “This is won- 
derful. This is very important! You need to get to know polar bears, 
get to know their energy.” And I thought, “Well, maybe so.” 

The following day was to be the big conference with all the results 
of the CAT scans and the x-rays and the big diagnosis. I had agreed to 
have lunch with a friend just before the medical appointment and I 
began to regret that decision. I thought, “I do ot want to have a social 
engagement,” but it was an old, old friend. I had studied Carl Jung with 
him; he’s a wonderful older man. So I thought, “What else would I 
do?” So we had lunch and he loves to give mea card and he prides him- 
self on the perfect card. But this time, he said, “I couldn’t find a good 
card for you.” I said, “Don, it doesn’t matter really. Don’t worry about 
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it.” So he gave me the card and I opened it up and it was the polar bear. 
The polar bear was on a unicycle, which would explain bobbing 
around. It was just a moment that was transcendent. It just stopped my 
breath and somehow gave me a message that there was a force ... a 
power ... involved in this beyond my rationality. I can barely put it into 
words, but all I can tell you is that my mood shifted; and instead of this 
incipient panic and stressful anxiety, I felt a movement of assurance. 

That kind of characterized the next nine months. So when I went in 
for the appointment at 1 o’clock and, again the oncologist said, “Well, 
we don’t know if it started in your lungs, started in your ovary ... it’s 
a stage 4.” And I said, “Oh, yes ... o.k.” My husband was just flabber- 
easted. He kept saying, “Why aren’t you more worried?” So again, it’s 
a mysterious occurrence that this polar bear on this card, which was 
the image I had imagined the day before, had this amazing impact on 
me. Since then I have saved polar bears. Friends have given me articles. 
I’ve gone to the Como Zoo. I’ve learned that polar bears are the most 
playful of all the bear species, that they get overheated from too much 
activity, that they need long periods of rest. So I began to realize that 
even though [ had taken out of my life the things I don’t like to do (like 
sewer studies for the League of Women Voters, and so on) J still had too 
many things that I liked to do and I was overheated. | had too much 
activity. Too many things called to me. And I was the girl who could- 
n’t say “no.” 

I thought about nature, about the tides that ebb and flow and the 
winter where everything shuts down and the leaves fall ... and I saw 
that in my life I had no time of rest. That I was all flow. Slowly but 
surely I began to extricate myself from a lot of things that I really 
enjoyed doing and a lot of friends, but I could see that I was exhausted. 

I believe that all of us have cancer in us and that we have an immune 
system that says, “No, don’t come into this part of the body ... these 
are the lung cells, the ovary cells.” My immune system was compro- 
mised by being over-stressed because I had too many things going on. 
[had in my brain things to do. When I was at meetings I was thinking 
about the next meeting. It’s such a paradox that you could die from 
being good. Because these were really worthy things to do. But I had 
two teenage children, a wonderful husband who likes my companion- 
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ship. So this has been the character of the nine months since I had my 
diagnosis — of letting go and beginning to really see that my self-worth 
comes from who I am and not what I do. 

I radically changed my lifestyle. 1 have many more times at home 
when I’m reading, or I take time for meditation. I think what happens 
is you start to realize that who you are informs what you do; you don’t 
have to do so many things. It’s not about accomplishing so many things 
but it’s how you do everything you do. Are you present to what’s going 
on and the people you’re with? 

If you have to meet someone within an hour after this one ... does 
your brain automatically start shifting to the next engagement? Do you 
start cursing the red lights because you’ve got a schedule to meet? It’s 
stressful. But it’s positive stress so it’s really an irony. And I do think it 
characterizes our lives today. We have too much information, too many 
magazines, We have the Internet. We have a plethora of stimuli. We 
need to exercise. We need to read. We need to relax. We need to go on 
vacations. We all just have way too many things to do and nobody in 
your life says, “Well, today did you do nothing?” You are not rewarded 
for that. You’re not given a salary. Anyway, it’s been a very interesting 
nine months. 

One of my most helpful books began with the sentence, “When you 
get a cancer diagnosis, it’s as if you have been dropped into a jungle 
without a map.” That was a very helpful phrase because wonderful 
friends have sent me umpteen articles ... “my neighbor was saved with 
shark’s tooth” ... “if you only take cat’s claw” ... “you’ve got to go 
macrobiotic ...” So much! Again, overload of what to do and how do 
you sort out what’s meant for you. So I became really aware that taking 
time everyday to be quiet was somehow helping me start to be my own 
best physician and start to be able to choose what things are for me and 
what things aren’t. 

I did end up going to the Mayo Clinic and I had two surgeries. Coin- 
cidentally, my daughter left for college and it was very heartbreaking 
for me to be in surgery as she was leaving. I was reading Buddhist 
thought which says that in our life we have ten thousand sorrows and 
ten thousand joys. The sorrows are there. And I, as someone who has 
always wanted to bring more joy ... again, this is very profound ... saw 
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that she was crying and, as the mother who had tried so hard to keep her 
daughter from pain, now I was the instigator of the pain through no 
fault of my own. But there was nothing to do but see the sorrow in it. 
There was no rationalization that “Honey, this is a silver lining.” It was 
simply very, very sad. When she left I tried to see the head of the oncol- 
ogy department but he was booked until November (several months 
later). Yet, when I woke up from the lung surgery, there he was at my 
bedside — another small miracle — and he said, “I’m Dr. Creagen. What 
can we do for you?” And I said, “Dr. Creagen, I want desperately to go 
to Boston to help my daughter move in but I don’t want to compro- 
mise my body and my getting well for the next surgery. Do you think 
I can go to Boston?” I will never forget what he said: “We’re on a path 
toward life, not avoiding death. Of course you'll go to Boston.” 

So again, that has been a motif, that my path through cancer 1s one 
of embracing life and not being desperate about avoiding death. Dr. 
Creagen’s words gave me such an affirming uplift that I got out of 
intensive care more rapidly than they predicted. The tube came out of 
my lung more rapidly than they predicted and I was in Boston the day 
Sasha came back from a one-week hiking trip which she had been on 
with her college. And when she saw me with her cat lamp and her pre- 
cious childhood things we brought from home, the illumination on her 
face was unbelievable. She just lit up from the inside out and it was so 
moving — to let her know that we do go down but we can come up 
again. That was a real highlight. 

I wanted to talk a little bit about some of the wisdom I’ve come 
away with from this bout of cancer. As someone who was always goal 
directed with a fair amount of resources and “can do” mentality, this 
cancer has just laid me out because it is so out of my control. I felt with 
the first cancer I did everything right. Yet with the second cancer 
coming — and it is ovarian cancer, stage 4 metastasized to the lung — I 
felt helpless. I just felt my life was out of control. “What more can I 
do?” And so I felt very dependent. I just wasn’t able to corral my usual 
reaction and say, “I can conquer this.” It seemed very unconquerable. 
What would happen? I could go to the Mayo Glinic..I could get the 
best of doctors. But as you all know, good people die. You can’t con- 
trol this. But with that polar bear accompanying this sense of depen- 
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dency there was also a sense there was something that I was dependent 
upon. And that was a power greater than me. That was the power that 
got Dr. Creagen to my bedside at just the moment I needed some affir- 
mation from an expert that got me to Boston. 

So I do have a sense there is a higher power in this world that can 
support us if we open to it. I read a phrase that said, “the doctor puts 
on the bandage and God does the healing.” So it helped me not to be 
desperate about my blood counts and the chemotherapy. The doctors 
are putting on the bandage (thank you very much), but God is doing 
the healing ... and the healing could be on to death. It’s not necessarily 
a cure. But what I think is the most basic promise of the Bible, and 
really of all the world religions, is that God is with you. Not that God 
will keep you from trouble or take away your pain. There’s been a lot 
of pain involved in this disease. Yet somehow there is a force with me 
that is sustaining me through this ... whatever eventuality occurs. 
From having a belief in God, I’ve now come to a sense that this Higher 
Power is with me. 

So I would have to say that these have been the best months of my 
life, and they’ve also been the hardest. It has never seemed that I’ve had 
such a relationship with God. Affliction has a lot of power to it if you 
read the Book of Job. There’s a good man. He did everything right and 
he was a pious man. Such tragedy happened to him! His children were 
taken away and so on. In the very end, he says, “What I knew before 
with my head, I now see with my eyes and hear with my ears.” So I 
think a major step happens when you really take the Higher Power 
seriously and start to invite him into your daily life. 

Another consciousness I have is of a lot of vulnerability. ’m just 
not feeling as concretely, competently, strongly “I can do this.” There 
is a part of me that has opened up to really know there is unknown and 
there is uncertainty and I am not guaranteed a cure. Paradoxically, in 
that vulnerability there has come strength. I know that I’ve had con- 
versations with friends and with my sister and my husband that have 
been so intimate because I think somehow they sense that I’m just not 
that strong person that could always be dependable and reliable. There 
is a part of me that is very vulnerable and that has allowed them to 
expose their vulnerability. It’s been very moving. A lot of interaction. 
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I think I have less judgment about “oh come on, snap out of that ... we 
can do this.” Ina way, I’m much more aware that depression can be real 
and that not everybody can rise to the occasion. There are times when 
people are weak and that’s acceptable. In fact, there is a poem I love that 
a cancer patient wrote. It’s called “Mother Knows Best.” 


Don’t talk about your trouble, 
No one loves a sad face. 


Oh Mom. 


The truth is cheer isolates, competence intimidates, control sepa- 
rates, and sadness ... sadness opens us to the other. So I honor my vul- 
nerability —I don’t always appreciate it — but there are times when I feel 
very open to the sorrow of life and that I can’t solve everything. I’m 
not meant to. 

Of course, I have a sense that time is very precious. And as I’ve 
slowed my lifestyle down and taken more time for rest and going to 
the park with my son and so on, I’m more present to the moment. I’m 
more able to be with whom I’m with. I don’t have all those agendas in 
my mind. And so I think that slowing down has helped me feel the pre- 
ciousness of life. 

I guess ’m going to really conclude that cancer is a gift—as bizarre 
as that sounds. It’s a terrific feedback device and I do think that afflic- 
tion can be a powerful stimulus to change and, in fact, for successful 
people it might be the only thing that will work because we’re so 
rewarded to be on the merry-go-round — we get awards and money and 
status. I do think that if you have a physical affliction, meaning the flu 
even, it’s a wake-up call. Yes, germs are true and bacteria is true, but 
why did you get the flu now? I do feel there is a spiritual component 
to the illnesses that we get and it’s an opportunity to look at our lives 
and say, “What is this asking me to do and think about?” 

When you have a life-threatening disease like cancer, it’s a major 
wake-up call. I think for me the wake-up call was to really look at who 
I was. I do think we all have an individual blueprint. We all have unique 
gifts and we have talents. And then we also have our conditioning — our 
parents said we should do this — we’re going to live out their unfulfilled 
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dream. Our schooling said “You should do this.” So we have a lot of 
“should’s.” In the first half of life, I think you’re looking for a career, 
you're looking for your mate, your spouse, your partner, you’re look- 
ing for children, success, toys, VCRs, the good things of life. I think as 
you move into the later years, you start questioning the meaning of all 
that. When you have a terminal diagnosis that says you really might 
not have more than a couple of months, those questions of “Who am I 
and what am I here to do?” come out in the end. You start to really feel 
your life. “Where do I get energy? Where do I put my effort and really 
feel nurtured with what I do? What are my gifts? What am I supposed 
to do?” Well, one thing is spending time with children, before they 
leave the nest, doing nothing. Not taking them to lessons. Not getting 
them involved. But just hanging out — enjoying. 

This disease has really helped me make some changes and part of 
the “me” that got suppressed by my parents and so on were these non- 
compliant, rebellious feelings like “I don’t want to do that and I don’t 
care and I don’t have to tell you any reason why.” So I found some new 
parts of Nancy that are a little bit uncomfortable for me, but I think 
they are very important and no one has given me a failing grade because 
[I’ve gotten angrier than I used to in the past. In fact, ironically, my hus- 
band has gotten nicer (he was always very nice, though). So I think 
there is a balance that goes on. 

I would just have to say that in the end this thinking about death 
has been a positive experience and my message is that I think all of us 
should do that — think about our deaths. We all have a terminal diag- 
nosis. I don’t think we have to get into the morbid side of dying but we 
have to really be aware that we are not here forever. I think, when we 
start to take our death seriously, we start to take our life seriously. 
“What do I really want to do?” Thoreau wrote a wonderful little adage 
about this. He said, “We run the risk of discovering, when we come to 
die, that we never have lived if we don’t think about our dying.” So 
thinking about the fact that you are not here forever 1s so important. I 
think it’s positive. I think it brings our life into focus. And I think we 
start to find some joy that comes in, that isn’t connected with achiev- 


ing goals. 


33 


34 


V¥ — Gifts of the Spirit 


And Id like to end with another poem. Actually I have two 
thoughts to end with. One, is a little recounting by an oncology nurse 
who works with cancer patients and she said, “I think there is a lot of 
wisdom in most oncology patients because they are struggling with life 
and death. If someone tells you that you only have a short time left, 
you start thinking differently. You start being yourself. Your inhibi- 
tions leave you and so you can live life the way you think life should 
really be lived without worrying about what people think or how 
people are responding to you because you really don’t care anymore. 
You just care about living whatever life you have left.” And I think 
there is a great deal of wisdom in that. 

So these are my final words. The good thing about cancer is that it 
speaks in short sentences. 


“T listen attentively as malignancy whispers 
Applaud yourself, 
hold his hand longer, 
hug her, 

buy it, 

say it, 

touch, 

kiss, 

smile, 

laugh, 

cry, 

rage, 

enjoy, 

live... 


Yes!” 


Salute to Howard Conn 
on his 85th Birthday 


EXCHANGE OF TRIBUTES WITH Dr. Howarp Conn, 
SENIOR MINISTER EMERITUS OF 

PLYMOUTH CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH. 

THIS TRIBUTE WAS READ BY NANCY’S HUSBAND, 

ANDRIS BALTINS, AT THE 85TH BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION 
FOR DR. CONN. JUNE 19, 1996 


HOWARD, MY DEAREST FRIEND AND MENTOR: 

How I wish I could be with you today to salute you in person. 
Howard, you area pole-star in my destiny. You’ve guided and inspired 
me through my entire life. You baptized me. You confirmed me. You 
baptized both of my children. You’ve supported me. You’ve prayed for 
me. You’ve prayed with me during life’s difficult times. You gave me 
the underpinnings of my faith. 

Because of you, I know that Spirit is at the core of my being. Every- 
thing necessary for my illness is within me. I don’t need to go to a house 
of prayer or a mountaintop to commune with God. I don’t have to 
move a muscle. God is right where I am and so I am never alone. 

My divinity is innate. I look with reverence upon God within me. 
I accept the ease with which God does all things, the dignity with 
which God maintains me in all situations. You see, Howard, just think- 
ing about you, makes me want to write a sermon. 

Thank you, my dearest friend, for your years of faithful servant- 
hood, for your spirit-inspiring gifts. 1am forever indebted to you and 
I love you very much. 


Dr. CONN’S RESPONSE TO MEMBERS OF THE CONGREGATION: 
Words could not possibly express the very depth of my feelings for 
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these wonderful tributes which you’ve paid and for the fact of your 
presence here. 

So the first thing that I want to say is to remember that we all have 
to realize that life is not fair. I think of this every day. I’ve been remem- 
bering my dear friend, Nancy Baltins. It isn’t fair. 

But Nancy is one of the most spiritual persons I’ve ever known. She 
is in constant contact with the invisible and the unseen. And she is a 
testimony to the fact that though life may be unfair, though we may 
not have the realization of all of which we dream, yet life is still good. 
For we trust in a providence and a universe that is over-arching and in 
whose strength we can live day by day. 

Nancy doesn’t deserve her fate. But both of us are grateful to the 
Almighty in whose presence we live and move and have our being. 


II 


Ut PASTORAL GIFTS 
Experiencing God 
in Our Lives 


CHAPEL MEDITATIONS AT 
PLYMOUTH CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH 


_ 
> == 7 
ay i wy a > 


: [ : 
- EPS iar, 


hae 


: ie a ee 
_ = be : : 
ip trae hart be 


Chapel Meditation 


Gaining the World 


Luke 9:25 


1989 


OES IT SEEM FAIR TO YOU that a person could lose herself or 

forfeit herself by being good? Believe it or not that is what has 
been happening to me these past few months. Oh, irony of ironies: 
Who would have thought that trying to be a wonderful chair of the 
Board of Deacons was my way of “gaining the world.” 

To organize prayer retreats, conduct Bible studies and set the small 
goal of spiritually renewing the church —in one year — was this not the 
way of losing my life for Jesus’ sake? But why then did I continually 
feel that I was just plain losing my life—and not losing it for Jesus’ sake? 

The list of my goals and the ensuing activities necessary to attain 
these goals began to burgeon as time marched on. First, there were my 
ideas. Then there were comments from former deacons. Then there 
were the unspoken desires I divined among the ministerial staff. Not to 
mention overheard comments at coffee hours. The deacons could take 
care of it all. After all, we were in charge of the spiritual life of the 
church! 

I found I was spending a lot of time transferring items from one list 
to another, reserving rooms for meetings, and at last the moment of 
decision came. I decided that I no longer had enough time to spend 
meditating on Scripture on a daily basis. I was feeling too pressed for 
time — in fact, even feeling desperate. What if I couldn’t get everything 
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done? 

Then came Luke 9:25. Although I had an “important” deadline 
pending, I took time that day for a brief meditation. and I read LUKE 
9:25 —which said, For what does it profit a person if she gains the whole 
world and loses or forfeits herself? The question that had been haunt- 
ing me was reversed — in a flash. The question was no longer, what if I 
can’t get everything done? The question became what if I do get every- 
thing done? What then? So what? What will I have gained? I couldn’t 
answer for sure but what I did know was that I probably would not be 
gaining myself. 

In fact, amidst all the multitudinous activities, what I had been 
losing was — indeed — myself. The revelation was so clear, so riveting, 
so undeniable. All those phone conversations with clipped voice: 
“Hello, yes, what? No, I’m notina hurry but what did you want?” My 
friends apologizing for taking up my time. My children getting used to 
running everywhere. I could barely remember when I had last had time 
for a belly laugh. I felt as if I hadn’t been myself for awhile. And the 
Revelation broke into my anxious, brow-knitted state. Is this what 
God wanted? For me not to be myself? Had God created me to run 
meetings? Or had God created me to be me? 

In my heart I believed Isaiah: I believed God had formed us, had 
called us by name. I believed God had created us for God’s glory. Was 
it just possible that this glory was, in part, for us to be who we are? To 
live a life in which we can take time to know ourselves? This thought 
was not entirely new to me, but at this time it struck one of my deep- 
est dimensions of knowing something to be true. 

So I have been giving much thought in the last weeks of how it is 
we come to know who weare. This morning, I would like to comment 
on three ways I believe we come to know who we are and then are 
better able to discard our pseudo-selves to whom the chatterbox in our 
head is always saying negative things. The three ways of which I will 
speak about knowing ourselves more deeply are in relationship to our- 
selves, in relation to other people and in relation to God. 

Let me first say that I believe that we humans along with other 
forms of life manifest a powerful tendency to grow, to unfold, to move 
toward fulfillment. Contemporary psychology calls this tendency 
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toward fulfillment a part of the very nature of life itself. Abraham 
Maslow toward the end of his life added a final category to his hierar- 
chy of needs — that of transcendence. Beyond self actualization, there 
exists a spiritual dimension. 

How can we come into contact with this deeper dimension of our- 
selves? It is not by seeing ourselves in our roles — as spouse, attorney, 
parent, student, and so on. Rather it is through cultivating our spiritual 
selves, learning to pay attention, to listen, to allow ourselves to be 
opened, to let our deeper wisdom impress us. We need to get in touch 
with our memories, as painful as they may be. 

We need to be ruthlessly and gently honest with ourselves. As Carl 
Jung said, “Enlightenment comes, not from visualizing light but by 
making dark conscious.” He defined human evil as our refusal to meet 
the Shadow, the Shadow being aspects of ourselves that we do not want 
to own or recognize. 

In withdrawing from the world’s activities and taking time for 
reflection and contemplation, focusing on moments of pain, anger and 
ecstasy, our reality is extended to include the spiritual realm. We listen 
to our pain with the hope that God will bring the remembered past into 
our present with redeeming power. This is the way to positive, seem- 
ingly inexhaustible energy that can heal the pain of years of struggle 
and nourish our whole being. We feel the precious sense of freedom to 
be ourselves. 

To move to our second way of getting to know who we are, I quote 
H. Richard Niebuhr who said that “the self is a being which comes to 
know of itself in the presence of other selves.” An amazing time in my 
life came when I matured to the point of realizing that feedback was 
growth-producing. It took a fine psychotherapist to convince me of 
that. I dreaded her comments, but I came to see them as the reason for 
our being together. I still prefer positive feedback, I'll accept construc- 
tive feedback and I really like to give feedback. What a moment of truth 
—to know that judgment is what redeems us. 

Recently I read an exquisite book called The Following Plough by 
J. Neville Ward which talks about finding oneself through relation- 
ships. He wrote: “There are few more rewarding meditations than the 
theme of being open to oneself and to others in honesty and trust, 
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allowing the other the same freedom and sympathetically encouraging 
its articulation but not pressuring them into an honesty that they are 
not able to sustain ... Itis in this way ... that innermost wants and fears 
are at last free to show their pale faces.” In being open to correction 
from others, we are liberated from the suffocating restraints of defen- 
siveness and self-protection. 

Lalso agree with Ward that we are more completely ourselves before 
God than in anyone else’s presence. When you start your own search 
for God, in earnest, the real you begins to sit up and take charge. It’s as 
if God says “Be yourself and I will be there.” 

I believe that if we open ourselves to God, we receive something of 
the spirit of God. The more one’s capacity grows and one’s channel of 
communication widens, the more we receive, and our sense of real self 
is heightened. 

Thomas Merton calls this the Kingdom of God within us. He 
describes our life as a series of choices between the fiction of our 
pseudo-self which we feed with passions, material objects and pride (in 
being a deacon) and the choice of activities which permit the indwelling 
of God to come forth. Merton says, “When I consent to the will ... of 
God as it comes to me in the events of my life ... I break through the 
superficial exterior appearances that form my routine vision of the 
world.” 

In the revelation of this hidden majesty and mercy, we come to an 
obscure intuition of our true identity. Prayer becomes an inner neces- 
sity as we know we must pray if we are to be the person we know in 
our hearts God is calling us to be. 

In the end, the question to be asked is, in our seeking to find our 
truest selves, have our efforts been directed primarily toward security 
and self enhancement or has our quest for wholeness led us to a life of 
actions for others? 

In our Scripture passage from Luke, we find perhaps the most fun- 
damental paradox of Jesus’ teaching: a life lost and given in loving ser- 
vice is a life saved. Dietrich Bonhoeffer called this “costly grace.” — 
costly because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ; eostly. because it costs 
us our life; grace because it gives us the only true life. 
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Jesus invites us to discipleship, to take up our own crosses as the sit- 
uations of our lives reveal them to us. In accepting this invitation, unex- 
pectedly we gain ourselves and find out who we are meant to be. 
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Chapel Meditation 
The Indwelling Spirit 


John 13; Ephesians 1:15 


APRIL 1989 


UR SENIOR MINISTER, VIVIAN JONES, says that we each have 
O one or maybe a couple of themes that seem to dominate our lives 
and our thinking, and if we begin to give meditations or preach ser- 
mons, our themes will surface repeatedly. 

In preparing my talk for today, I have come to agree with him. The 
theme that calls to me is that of how God is active in our lives. I am fas- 
cinated with questions of how you and I discern God operating in our 
everyday life. 

But I knew that the Scripture for today dealt with Jesus’ direction 
to his disciples that they should love each other as he loved them, so I 
put my favorite theme aside and began reflecting on the passage from 
JOHN 13, politely requesting my subconscious to get to work as well. 

Love the way Jesus loved — that’s a tall order — to love others so 
totally, without expectation. Jesus did not expect those he loved to give 
him back anything. His love was one of action, of selfless serving. His 
love was one of attitude so that in his presence people felt the space they 
needed to come out from behind their self-images. I find this to be a 
love very hard to emulate with my family and with my friends. 

All too often I want to love them in the way I want to love them, the 
way perhaps that I want to be loved. Many times I don’t manage to 
learn how they would like to be loved. I can hear my husband saying 
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— skip the dozens of kisses and spend a little less money. 

So how can we shoulder Jesus’ yoke which in Matthew rr he says 
is an easy yoke? How can we follow his commandment to love as he 
did? Then I remember the first verses in the passage about taking Jesus’ 
yoke. He says, Come to me all you who are overburdened. And reve- 
lation dawns. I believe the only way we can love one another as Jesus 
loved, is to take Jesus at his word — to come to him which means 
coming as well to the source which was Jesus’ source — to turn to God. 
It seems to me that this is what Jesus himself did that enabled him to 
lead the kind of life he led, to love the way he loved. 

Earlier in JOHN 13, the Gospel writer describes an unforgettable 
incident where Jesus, knowing that he came from God and was going 
to God, took a towel, girded himself and washed his disciples’ feet. 

What occurs to me is that maybe we are able to love in this humble 
and divine way when we know that we also come from and are going 
to God. Maybe when we glimpse for a stunning moment that it is in 
God that “we live and move and have our being,” that is when the 
actions of love that are truly selfless occur to us. 

Maybe it comes down to removing the obstacles that prevent God’s 
love from working through us. Jesus himself turned to God many 
times when he withdrew to pray. I have come to believe, along with J.B. 
Phillips who writes about this in his book Your God is Too Small, that 
if one honestly wants to follow the way of Christ and turn to God for 
that purpose, he or she will receive something of the spirit of God. If 
we ask, we will receive. If we want to cooperate, the spirit is available. 

Many of the world’s religions speak of this truth. The Sufis say that 
the invocation of the Absolute creates a space for the Absolute to come 
into our consciousness. We can become accustomed to recognizing the 
divine quality in cur hearts, allowing it to motivate and to guide us. 
Paul describes this dynamic as having the eyes of our heart enlightened 
so that we may know what is the immeasurable greatness of God’s 
power in us who believe. 

Of course, that’s the tricky part. The one who believes is the one 
who receives. Augustine writes that God is near even to those who 
remove themselves from God. But Augustine beseeches those folks to 
turn and seek God and “behold, Thou art there in their heart.” 
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Do you believe that if you want God enough, God will become 
active in your life and you will become aware of the creative power for 
good within you? It seems clear that our willingness to be used by God 
gives God’s presence in the world a power it might not have had since 
it appears that God has chosen to heal life’s wounds through the 
courage, patience and love of women and men. 

So what we have to do is to turn to God, however we are able to do 
that — to pray as often as we can to let the indwelling love of God be 
expressed by us and through us. As we nourish our faith in this 
indwelling spirit, our reactions to people become increasingly loving 
and understanding. 

As we become aware of harmony reigning within us, we are better 
able to perceive that every individual is endowed with a certain like- 
ness of God, and how we are may help that person to voice what God 
is in him or her. We ourselves see God’s presence in people who show 
us forgiveness and a love directed to our need, not theirs. Those in 
whom we can discern attitudes of hope and confidence have a presence 
that leaves us feeling better about ourselves. They are characterized by 
affability, patience, graciousness and simple praise. They know that 
small, ordinary interactions are significant. 

They are discreet persons who interpret the behavior of others in 
the best sense. They possess spiritual tact, finding ways of diplomati- 
cally neither giving offense, nor surrendering integrity. 

The basic trait that is absolutely crucial, to love as Jesus did, is that 
of compassion. This, for me, is the only possible way we can love our 
enemies. We have to be able to find compassion when someone’s 
behavior is missing the mark. We have to notice when we’re caught in 
anger Over someone’s actions. 

Turning to God has been the only way I have had success in not 
returning anger for what I perceive to be attacks. 

If I can manage to harangue God about some injustice I feel I am 
suffering at the hands of another, instead of haranguing the other 
person, I can become flooded with compassion for all the actors 
involved — including myself. a 

It is the love of God that melts away the barriers that inhibit love’s 
expression. So I believe that we can believe in the words of Scripture 
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that we heard today. God is near to all who call upon God in truth. And 
the dwelling of God is with human beings, and to the thirsty God does 
give water without price from the fountain of the water of life. 
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Chapel Meditation 


Opening to the Divine 


Matthew 28; 1 Corinthians 10; Psalm 91 


JUNE 23385990 


A I AGREED TO GIVE THE MEDITATION today in lieu of the one 
I had planned to do several weeks ago and did not in fact do 
because of a mix-up, I looked up the lectionary text with pleasant 
expectation, believing I would find an inspiring passage to talk about 
as I had found for the other Sunday. 

Synchronicity strikes again. Lo and behold I found myself face to 
face with a theme in the New Testament that I had hoped I would not 
have to come to terms with —at least not publicly. This theme is the one 
we heard from Matthew where Jesus, in giving his instructions to his 
disciples, claims to mediate God’s will. He asserts that everyone who 
acknowledges him in front of other people he also will acknowledge 
before “my Father” who is in heaven, so he says. And, “whoever denies 
me before other people”, that one Jesus will deny before his Father 
who is in heaven. 

These are words that light the fires of rebellion in my being. I want 
to say “Oh yeah — well I'll show you, Jesus. I don’t believe I really need 
your personal endorsement. And neither do Jews nor Hindus nor even 
agnostics and atheists. God knows what’s going on — with all of us, all 
the time. God doesn’t depend on any acknowledgment from you.” 
Then I move from there to think about the litany of other doctrinal 
clauses which posit Jesus as an intermediary or intercessor for us 
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humans. Jesus died for our sins. What does that mean? What does that 
really mean for me, in my life; does that mean I can go out and sin freely 
since the Lord’s blood was shed for me? 

It’s probably a matter of my personality type — but I simply don’t 
feel overcome with gratitude and humility that Jesus died for little old 
me. I feel unhappy and upset that one could think of God as a God who 
accepts or appreciates a sacrifice of my human life, much less his son. 

Wondering where these concepts came from was a major motiva- 
tor that sent me to United Theological Seminary. There I learned about 
the men who wrote the Bible. I learned that the book of Matthew was 
written by a Jewish Christian and was written before the end of the first 
century, after the fall of the Temple. When the Temple was razed and 
all Jews expelled from Jerusalem in 70 c.£., there was a lot of pressure 
on Jews from their fellow Jews to stay true to their religion. 

Many scholars feel that Matthew wrote his story about Jesus as a 
way to convince Jewish Christians to stay with the new faith and not 
revert to the old faith of Judaism. Matthew seems particularly inter- 
ested in setting forth Jesus’ authority for the newly converted Christ- 
ian Jews in the newly formed Christian communities. Throughout the 
Gospel of Matthew, the gospel writer paints a portrait of Jesus center- 
ing ona representation of Jesus as authority. Many scholars point out 
the key passage for the Gospel of MaTrHEw being in CHAPTER 28 
when Jesus says, All authority in heaven has been given to me. All 
authority in heaven. Besides reproducing from Mark all the passages 
in which Jesus’ authority is emphasized, Matthew introduces a whole 
series where Jesus says You have heard it said — ‘but I say to you.’ The 
effect of these passages is to dramatize Jesus’ authority. 

Matthew represents Jesus as a second Moses who gives his new 
Torah — from a mountain. Matthew repeatedly affirms that Jesus is the 
Messiah and the Son of God to whom the Father has revealed all things, 
especially a unique revelation of God. It is Jesus’ verdict that will admit 
or exclude one from the Kingdom of God. 

I accept the argument that each author of the gospels had a specific 
intent for writing. Maybe it was Matthew’s intent to quote words from 
Jesus’ life that would portray Jesus’ authority, his unique authority to 
help reinforce new Christians’ belief that Jesus had been the long- 
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awaited Messiah. And I note that J have a persisting preference for pas- 
sages from Jesus’ life that say Why do you call me Lord, Lord, and not 
do what I say? 

And yet ... and yet a part of me truly believes in the authority of 
Jesus. Though I do not believe I need Jesus to reveal God to me (nor 
do all the other religions of the world need Jesus to reveal God to 
them), yet somehow I simply have no doubt that for me Jesus was a 
revealer of God. How has he done that? A fascinating process philoso- 
pher Charles Hartshorne, who influenced William James and Alfred 
North Whitehead, once wrote, “It must be acknowledged, of course, 
that even to begin to comprehend how God acts is probably the most 
enigmatic (and most significant) of theological questions, one which 
must lie forever beyond full human comprehension.” 

For me, Jesus is the one human who understood in significant ways 
how God acts. So what did he understand? Jesus knew that the vital 
question of life is, how do we understand ourselves in relation to the 
whole of reality? Are we independent beings or are we beings who 
depend on God? We are able to choose how we understand ourselves, 
how we see ourselves. Do we accept ourselves as God’s creatures and 
all that implies or do we try to pretend we can live in independence 
from God? This for me is what God revealed to us in Jesus of Nazareth 
—that we are God’s creatures and depend on God for existence. Choos- 
ing to accept oneself as God’s creature leads to certain consequences. 
We consciously want to link ourselves to something that is greater, to 
a higher power. We see prayer as a means of aligning ourselves with a 
greater power that runs the universe. We pray to surrender to God’s 
will, having faith that there’s an element of divinity to be had in each 
and every moment. 

Jesus had this faith in spades — faith not as the Greek word for faith 
pistis which means faith in the truth of a proposition, but faith as in 
emunah — the Hebrew word for faith which translates as trust. This is 
what Jesus had — abiding trust, trust in there being an ultimate purpose 
in the face of the apparent purposelessness of the experienced world. 
This deep abiding trust that God can turn crucffixions into resurrec- 
tions is what I see to be Christ-consciousness. And of course, Jesus was 
not the only one who had Christ-consciousness. In 1 Cor. 10, Paul says 
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that the Rock which was with the Hebrews in the wilderness and gave 
them drink, was Christ. 

Joseph, of the coat of many colors, knew this Christ-consciousness, 
this redeeming power of God to transform bad into good, death into 
life. When Joseph reveals his identity to his brothers in Egypt as he 
gives them food to save them from the famine in their land, years after 
they had left him to die, he says You meant to do evil. But God turned 
the evil to good. 

Christ-consciousness is the redeeming power of God in the world, 
which includes believing the power is in us. Jesus says, believe in the 
power within you. Christ-consciousness is the experience of a higher 
spiritual being who is invisibly born in the individual. This occurs 
through grace. Grace is God’s work in the soul, making it like God’s 
soul. It is the feeling we have been replaced but not deposed. It is as if 
the guidance of life has been passed from our ego to a higher power. “I 
live” becomes “it lives me.” This was the way God was in Jesus but not 
only in Jesus. Many, many verses in the Bible promise that this can 
happen to any person but only to the person who of her or his own will 
asks for this. If we want to cooperate, the Spirit is immediately avail- 
able to us. In an amazing and awesome way, it’s up to us whether we 
allow the Spirit to make its home in us. 

And if we do (and it requires regular daily, hourly, constant com- 
mitment and recommitment), we discover the most unbelievable 
results. We can read about these results in so many places. Albert 
Camus wrote, “In the midst of winter, I discovered an invincible 
summer.” When we are in touch with the spirit of God within us, noth- 
ing daunts us or makes us fearful — in any ultimate way. We come to 
know that no external change, whether it be with jobs or relationships 
or status, can change our spiritual identity. We know along with the 
Psalmist of the grst Psalm that God has given God’s angels charge to 
guard us in all our ways. We feel able to accept and master the changes 
in our lives. We know that the hairs on our head are numbered. We start 
to ask God’s help in every way — in finding parking places or lost keys. 
We realize that in opening to the divine within us, we are much more 
than we could ever be by human effort alone. As God expresses God’s 
will through us, we come to know who we are better then we ever have. 
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There’s a wonderful story told by Ramakrishna, a great Hindu saint 
of the nineteenth century, about a motherless tiger cub who was 
adopted by goats and brought up by them to eat their food, speak their 
language, emulate their ways, and in general, to believe that he was a 
goat himself. Then one day a king tiger came along and when all the 
goats scattered in fear, the young tiger was left alone to confront him, 
afraid and somehow not afraid. The king tiger asked him what he 
meant by his masquerade but all the young one could do in response 
was to bleat nervously and nibble at grass. So the tiger carried him to a 
pool where he forced him to look at their two reflections side by side 
and draw his own conclusions. 

When this failed, he offered him his first piece of raw meat. At first 
the young tiger recoiled from the unfamiliar taste of it but then he ate 
more and began to feel it warming his blood, and the truth gradually 
became clear to him. Lashing his tail and digging his claws into the 
ground, the young beast finally raised his head high and the jungle 
trembled at the sound of his exultant roar. 

How incredibly paradoxical it is that when we live as if we are 
strong independent beings we actually are eating grass which never 
really fills us. But when we finally surrender to our need to depend 
upon God, then we find out what tigers we really are! 


Chapel Meditation 


Prayer 
Phillippians 


OCTOBER 14,1990 


N THE PAST FOUR WEEKS, the New Testament lectionary has come 

from the book of Philippians which happens to be one of my 
favorite books in the New Testament. This book is actually a letter, and 
it is actually written by Paul himself (some of the later New Testament 
books are called pseudo-Paul — that is, written in Paul’s style, and these 
are the ones, such as 1 and 2 Timothy, that encourage the oppression of 
women). It’s a known fact that Paul, as Jesus, treated women as equals. 
In fact, in Philippians he refers to two women who have worked side 
by side with him. 

But that could be (and probably should be) a meditation for another 
day. So why do I like Philippians so much? For one thing, it talks about 
joy alot, and I really like that kind of inspirational writing. 

But even more basically, in no other letter does Paul share his inner 
spiritual life more freely. He writes about how God is at work in us. 
And that’s a concept that can keep a person eternally fascinated in the 
midst of an argument or after a missed plane - to ponder how God is 
working. The theologian H. Richard Niebuhr says the world is divided 
into two groups — those who define God in the situation and those who 
do not. In which do you fall? 

But enough of tangents. What riveted my attention in this passage 
so that I want to focus on only one topic today are Paul’s words on 
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prayer. Paul says: 


The Lord is at hand. Have no anxiety about anything but (be) in 
prayer and supplication. With thanksgiving, let your requests be 
made known to God. and the peace of God which passes all 


understanding will keep your heart and mine in Christ Jesus. 


In reading these words, I was reminded of a particular situation 
when I followed this counsel. My husband and I havea son, Nick, who 
has Down’s Syndrome. When he was tested for first grade the results 
were such that he was invited into a main stream school situation. The 
first year was rocky and stressful but he managed to pass to second 
grade. There we met a teacher who had great expectations which Nick 
took great pleasure in flouting. He is prone to do this with anyone he 
feels does not really like him. On the teacher’s notes home to us, Nick 
would sit on the sidewalk in front of the house and erase the sad faces 
made by the teacher to communicate misbehavior and change them to 
happy faces. I thought this pretty clever. The teacher was not amused. 

And the hearing aids for his minimal hearing loss had not helped 
him enough so that he was invested in wearing them. Instead he would 
leave them at school, hide them, even try to throw them away. I finally 
gave up trying to make him wear them. 

When my husband and I went into our fall conference, I was 
stunned. Instead of the usual four people, there were 13 professionals 
waiting for us — to lower the boom, I thought. It was time for Nick to 
go join his own kind in the self-contained classroom. I felt extremely 
anxious to get this conference over and stop fighting the battles with 
and for Nick. 

The social worker turned to the woman on his left, introducing her 
as the hearing specialist for the entire district and asked her to begin. I 
realized I had been praying ever since I entered the room. “Dear God, 
please help me get through this without breaking down. Dear God, 
please help me stay cool.” I even got down to details ... 

The hearing specialist turned away from me and addressed the rest 
of the team. “I agree with Mrs. Baltins” were-the words out of her 
mouth. “I don’t believe that Nick’s hearing aids are necessary for him 
to wear.” The universe stood still and then tilted on its axis. As she went 


Experiencing God in Our Lives 2X, 


on and the rest went on —I realized they were not there to accuse or 
confront me or my husband. They were all there to confront and sup- 
port the classroom teacher to let her know that Nick was there to stay, 
and she better figure out how to get along with him. 

The peace of God flooded my being. It was the first time I really 
believed that the real world did want to count Nick in. I didn’t have to 
personally be there to make it happen. I didn’t have to try to live forever. 

I believe that prayer is crucial in our lives as Christians. Prayer is 
the heart of conversation with God. Women and men in the Bible take 
prayer seriously. The Psalms are the prayer book of the Old Testament. 

The practice of prayer is necessary to make God not merely an idea 
held in the mind but a presence recognized in life. /f you seek the Lord, 
the Lord will be found by you says CHRONICLES 26:9. Those who turn 
to the Lord will be saved, we read in IsataH 51. 

A basic theme in the Bible is that we have to seek to encounter God. 
Jesus urges us to keep on seeking with our prayers — even when they 
don’t seem to be answered. Jesus tells us to keep on seeking, keep on 
asking. He tells us that by far the most important thing about praying 
is to keep at it. As Frederick Buechner describes it, you have to beat a 
path to God’s door because until you beat the path, maybe there’s no 
way of getting to your door. Even if your prayers do not seem to be 
answered, says Buechner, keep on beating the path to God’s door 
because the one thing you can be sure of is that “down the path you 
beat with even your most half-cocked and halting prayers, the God you 
call upon will finally come, and even if God does not bring you the 
answers you want, God will bring you God’s self; and maybe at the 
secret heart of all our prayers, that is what we are really praying for.” 

So what happens in prayer is that God draws us to God. We get a 
taste that God loves us in particular, and I come to know that God loves 
me, personally. Augustine says that God loves everyone as though 
there were only one of us to love. 

The author of a little known and wise essay The Art of Conversing 
with God puts it even more daringly: 


“There is nothing which concerns you which does not appeal to 
God’s love. With you, in your little room, God’s thought 1s of 
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you. All the designs of God’s Providence and God’s love are 
concerned with your special interests. With you, and in the 
places where you are alone with God, God is God for you alone. 
God is almighty only to assist you. God is all lovable only to be 
loved by you and to invite your confidence, to give you the 
opportunity to tell God what grieves you. God wants you to tell 
God all that afflicts you. So indeed we are to have no anxiety 
about anything. We are to cast our cares on God. God offers to 
take upon God’s self all our cares.” 


This is what love is. You forget yourself and think about the other. 
God asks us to live like that. God will live in and for us — even in regard 
to our virtue. Anything you do, God will take care of it. You do the 
obvious things you have to do. God will put the virtue in them. So we 
really need to take time for prayer at least once a day and should even 
more often than that. When we have let our requests be known to God, 
hopefully we end our prayer with the line Jesus taught, “Thy will be 
done.” Because it is at the point of our letting go that God takes over. 
And it is this that gives the depth of God’s own love to what we do in 
the ordinary sense in the workaday world. It colors and gives wings to 
all we are and all we do. And it is by praying that God’s will be done 
that we begin to find the peace of God which passes all understanding. 

I would like to end with a prayer from a book entitled Diary of Pri- 
vate Prayer by John Baillie. 


Let us pray. 


O Holy spirit of God, visit now this soul of mine and tarry 
within it until eventide. Inspire all my thoughts. Provide all my 
imaginations. Support all my decisions. Lodge in my will’s most 
inward citadel and order all my doings. Be with me in my silence 
and in my speech, in my haste and in my leisure, in company and 
in solitude, in the freshness of the morning and the weariness of 
the evening and give me grace at all times to rejoice in thy mys- 
terlous companionship. 


Amen. 


Chapel Meditation 


Called by God 


1 Samuel 3:1-10; Psalm 63:1-8; John 1:3 5-39 


JANUARY 20, 1991 


| hss SOMEWHAT AWED to be the one talking to you from this pulpit 
today after such a difficult and awesome week. As one who went 
through college during the Viet Nam War, I felt a strong sense of dis- 
belief that we have actually done it again - gone to war. When we passed 
the count-down deadline of January 15, I found myself believing that 
the day of grace meant that President Bush had miraculously redefined 
his new world order to be one in which armed violence was no longer 
to be used. Rather the nonviolent means of economic sanctions that 
had set Nelson Mandela free in South Africa would be used again. 

So when the news broke that we had begun to bomb Iraq, I felt 
shocked and deeply disappointed. Then I read in Saturday’s paper ina 
news article on ethics, which was describing how nations fulfill the 
responsibilities of assuring their members a decent level of health care, 
education and the basic necessities of life, that while the U.S. has the 
second highest per capita gross material product in the world, we have 
the highest child poverty rate among well-to-do industrialized coun- 
tries. And the numbers of unhoused, undernourished, illiterate people 
in our nation grow every day. 

The question that haunts me is how do we countenance these awful 
circumstances without going numb and turning to business as usual 
simply as a way not to be overwhelmed by feelings of helplessness and 
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hopelessness. One way to cope, in fact to do much more than cope, I 
believe, is found in the Bible readings for today. The texts for today 
speak about seeking and being called. In the story from John, when 
John’s two disciples hear John address Jesus as the Lamb of God, John’s 
disciples start to follow Jesus. And Jesus turns to them and says, What 
do you seek? This is a basic question that we need to ask ourselves. In 
the midst of peace demonstrations and reports about nerve gas and 
Patriot missiles, we need to ask ourselves, what do we seek? And we 
can, in the same breath, also ask what is seeking us? Is something seek- 
ing us? In the Older Testament, we read that in the days when the boy 
Samuel was attending Eli, the word of the Lord was rare. Because of 
that fact and because of his youth, it is doubtful that Samuel was seek- 
ing personal attention from the Lord. But the story tells us that God 
called Samuel three times. Finally Samuel responded, Speak Lord. Thy 
servant listens. 

I believe that we, too, each and every one of us, is called by God. 
And we are also seeking God. We are waiting to hear, to discern God’s 
calling us. As the psalmist says, Our souls thirst for God. Our flesh 
faints for God. When we finally quiet down our overbusy, overdoing, 
overstimulated lives, what we discover — amazingly enough — is that 
God has been seeking us. When we get a taste of this, we are pro- 
foundly moved and we want more. 

I think this spirit and hunger to hear God’s voice amidst the cacoph- 
ony of sitcoms, rush hour traffic and now bombs and shelling — this 
hunger is rising up in people at this time. I do not believe we are living 
in ordinary times. So many people are in touch with their spiritual 
hunger, their need to experience God personally. And the outpouring 
of God’s spirit is happening —in so many ways —1in men’s and women’s 
support groups, in twelve-step groups, AA, Women for Sobriety, co- 
dependency groups, Adult Children of Alcoholics, support groups for 
the families of soldiers and so on. 

For me, there are two main ways of moving toward discerning the 
presence of God in my life. First, there is the need to believe, to believe 
in the conviction that there is an unseen force, spiritual dimension 
guiding our lives. We must unlearn the human concept of being on our 


own, which is very hard to do in a culture that is built on rugged indi- 
vidualism. 
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What I have found to be true is the one who believes receives. If we 
can believe that there is an indwelling power and intelligence that 
knows all and will work all out without our being anxious about it, we 
will begin to attain a conscious awareness of God within us, a presence 
that is always attending us and ready to work through us. Whatever is 
happening to us, whomever we meet, is coming to us for our whole- 
ness, our well being. Not everything that happens is happy or even 
right, and yet we can maintain our faith in divine order. 

The second means of our human ways of seeking God’s presence is 
to turn to God in prayer on a regular if not daily, if not hourly, if not 
more often, basis. When we pray, we ask our mind and emotions to 
focus on our needs and concerns. Of course God already knows all that 
we are saying and thinking. So our prayer is actually for our own ben- 
efit. But besides hearing for ourselves what concerns are on our minds, 
when we pray, we are recognizing a power and source beyond our- 
selves. 

Admitting our needs and admitting there is a greater power than self 
are the tools for spiritual growth. In order to have God or spirit work 
in our lives, we must consciously ask for this. Our conscious request 
opens our mind and emotions to accept the guidance of spirit. When 
we realize we can actually feel the presence of God in our everyday 
lives, we will rely constantly on God’s comfort and guidance. We will 
feel ourselves as daughters and sons of God in whom God is pleased to 
dwell. The miracle is that when we turn sincerely and frequently to 
God, the incredible result is that the Spirit of God makes its home in us. 

And then we begin to lead lives that reflect our incredible gratitude 
for this sense of God within, this sense of our hearts on fire. 

Not only do we want to lead lives of service, but we also come to 
realize that this spiritual energy glows as a wave of consciousness. So 
we must pass the energy to others in order to receive it. Otherwise it 
gets bottled up, and we feel stuck. This passing on can take the form of 
a simple smile to a stranger, a kind word to a family member or a self- 
less deed for the benefit of another. The more we give to others, the 
more we are blessed by the continual active presence of spirit in our life. 

By turning to God or Spirit, by meditating on God in the watches 
of the night, we begin to feel serenity in the face of all circumstances. 
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We also feel the meaning of life, as Martin Buber wrote, to be most pro- 
foundly in communion with God in one another. 

We feel ourselves to be brothers and sisters to all humanity. We feel 
interconnected to Iraqis and Israelis and soldiers and George Bush. A 
violation of anyone feels like a violation of us. We begin to view life 
from a cosmic point of view with hearts brimming with empathy. We 
begin to understand the story of when God was looking down at the 
Exodus as the Hebrews were crossing the Red Sea. And God had tears 
in God’s eyes. When God’s angels asked God why God was crying — 
because after all, the Hebrews had made it safely across, God said Her 
tears were for the drowning Egyptians. 


Chapel Meditation 


The Star Thrower 


1 John 1:1; John 2:6 


APRIL 7;4£991 


ji I READ THROUGH THE LECTIONARY TEXT for today, I eagerly 
awaited a passage to leap out at me, full of inspired words, barely 
needing me as a midwife to deliver them. Synchronicity did not strike. 
I felt very little inspiration — almost none. In fact, I felt the opposite. 
The themes in 1 John alternated between leaving me cold to filling me 
with abhorrence. 

The text mentions sin several times. It says that if we say we have 
not sinned, we make God a liar. The prospect of waxing eloquent on sin 
is something I find hard to do. The text goes on to say that if anyone 
does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the right- 
eous, and he is the expiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also 
for the sins of the world. Jesus died for our sins. I have struggled so 
often to figure out what that means. Even after going to seminary, I still 
don’t know what that means. Does it mean that I am free to go ahead 
and sin because Jesus is the expiation for my sins? My being recoils at 
the thought of a God that wants a blood sacrifice, with God’s Son as 
expiation for human sins. So, no thank you, I choose not to be washed 
in the blood of the lamb, nor cleansed by the blood of Jesus. 

At times, I wish that I could believe in Jesus’ advocacy on my 
behalf. Because I do know myself to be a sinner. Even if a day passes 
when I did not commit a deliberate sin, I am aware of my sins of omis- 
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sion. I sometimes think that what we fail to do may be worse than the 
wrongs we commit. That’s the meaning of the Good Samaritan to me 
— not that the Samaritan took the time and made the effort to help the 
wounded man, but even more dramatic were the people who passed 
him by — too busy, too preoccupied with their own needs, not wanting 
to be late for an appointment. 

Feminist theologian, Carter Heyward, defined sin to be the denial 
of relationship. How many times do I deny that I have a relationship 
to what’s happening around me - the poverty, the homelessness, even 
the estranged family member? The danger in this line of thinking is that 
I can quickly feel overwhelmed with my multitudinous sins of omis- 
sion and thus feel helpless and hopeless. 

Just before Easter, in the spring issues of Weavings, a wonderful 
journal on Christian spirituality, I read a powerful story that has given 
me much comfort about the many wounded whom I walk by, and my 
anguish about the intolerable number of hungry, illiterate and unin- 
sured people there are and how much I fail to do. 

The story, recounted by Parker Palmer, is about the renowned nat- 
uralist, Loren Eisley, who once spent time in a seaside town named 
Costabel. Plagued by his lifelong insomnia, he spent the early morning 
hours walking the beach. Each day at sunrise, he found people comb- 
ing the sand for starfish which had washed ashore during the night, to 
kill them for commercial purposes. This was for Eisley, a sign, how- 
ever small, of all the ways the world says no to life. 

But one morning, Eisley got up unusually early and discovered a 
solitary figure on the beach. This man, too, was gathering starfish, but 
each time he found one alive, he would pick it up and throw it as far as 
he could beyond the breaking surf, back to the nurturing ocean from 
which it came. As the days went by, Eisley found this man embarked 
on his mission of mercy, each morning, seven days a week, no matter 
what the weather. 

Eisley named this man “the star thrower.” This man and his pre- 
dawn work contradicted everything that Eisley had been taught about 
evolution — survival of the fittest. Here on the beach at Costabel, one 
of the strong reached down to save, not crush the weak. Eisley won- 
dered if there is a star thrower at work in the universe, a God who con- 
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tradicts the forces that crush life, a God whose nature, in the words of 
Thomas Merton, is “mercy within mercy within mercy”? 

What a rich story this is — telling of a God who threw the stars, who 
throws them still. Maybe the cross was one of the bigger stars God 
threw. Palmer writes that the cross can be seen to represent the way in 
which God contradicts the “no’s” of the world with an eternal “yes,” 
bringing light out of darkness and life out of death. 

It is possible for us to be part of this dynamic. What we can do is 
recognize and acknowledge the ways God is moving about us, contra- 
dicting the forces of anti-life. These contradictions may be few in 
number, but that does not matter. They become transforming when we 
recognize their superior reality. Jesus was killed by the forces of anti- 
life, but his way of a life of love lived beyond his death. 

Even beyond recognizing and acknowledging actions of mercy by 
others, we too can be star throwers, participating in God’s “chesed,” 
God’s eternal mercy. So how do we do that? One way would be to put 
a coin in someone’s expired parking meter and do other acts of kind- 
ness. As Gandhi said, “the pure kindness of one gentle soul can nullify 
the hatred of millions.” 

But do we see the stars in our paths? How do we know which are 
our stars to throw? That’s really the best part; we don’t have to be so 
clever and all-knowing. We are not the prime movers in this venture. 
What we have to do is learn to turn to God for consultation, [7 all thy 
ways, acknowledge God and God will direct thy paths, says PROVERBS 
3. And from Psat 32, J will instruct you and teach you the way you 
should go. 

So how can I clarify my vision? What I know is that I cannot do it 
alone. What I can do is to make the choice to surrender to God con- 
sciously, intentionally and with the willingness to accept responsibil- 
ity for consequences. In true surrender, my responsibility continues, 
and the need for judgment, struggling with hard decisions, risking 
action and making mistakes also continue. The paradox of spiritual sur- 
render is that in praying that God’s will be done through us, we find 
not passivity but rather intimate involvement, not restrictiveness but 
endless freedom. 

What’s really great about wanting to live as a star thrower is that in 


63 


64 


UE — Gifts of the Spirit 


trusting God to reveal to us the stars that are meant for us, we find we 
end up throwing stars by being our truest selves, the selves we were 
divinely created to be. A good friend of mine faithfully attended her 
husband as he slowly died from brain cancer. When the doctors 
removed a tumor from his cheek, next to his ear, his face became par- 
tially paralyzed and looked partly askew. And the chemotherapy had 
caused his hair to thin and he grew thin and even shorter in stature. 

When a friend of theirs, a hard driving attorney who had known the 
husband in his prime (when he had been doing things like climbing Mt. 
Kilimanjaro), saw the couple in the produce section of Byerly’s, she 
observed the beatific look of tenderness the wife gave her Harlequin- 
looking husband as they picked out fruit. This atheistic/agnostic attor- 
ney felt she had seen the face of God. My friend is a star thrower. God 
grant that we may be also. 


Chapel Meditation 


Co-Creators With God 


11 Samuel 7:1-12 


JULY 73 199% 


es BOOK OF SECOND SAMUEL tells the story of the rule of 
David. It’s an exciting book which tells of significant historic 
events such as the death of Saul, the death of Jonathan, and David 
becoming King, first of Judah and then of all Israel and Judah. 

David 1s a brilliant political strategist. He lays siege to and captures 
Jerusalem, the last town remaining to the Canaanites, or Jebasites, as 
they are called locally. This capture was crucial because it removed the 
last vestige of Canaanite power in the land but more importantly, pro- 
vided David with a neutral place for the capital of his joint kingdom, a 
site belonging to neither Judah nor Israel but lying between the two. 
Then David has the awesome idea of bringing the ark to Jerusalem. The 
ark had been the sacred object of the northern tribes and it was the 
symbol of a national God. 

Where we catch up with the story in our scripture today, David has 
had the further inspiration of building a temple for the ark and taking 
it out of its tent where it has been for so long, as it has had to be moved 
frequently. 

When David reveals this plan to Nathan, his trusted counselor and 
prophet, Nathan tells him to do all that is in his heart, for the Lord 1s 
with him. However, even given David’s best efforts and intentions, 
God has even more wonderful ideas. David wishes to build a temple, 
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but God wills David an everlasting dynasty. 

I see this drama as a telling tale, even prototypical from how the 
God/human equation has worked through time immemorial, and I’d 
like to spend time this morning examining this co-creating process in 
greater detail. It seems clear that we need God but also that God needs 
us. God really does need us. Without our hands and our feet and our 
words how would God’s will be done, on earth as it is in heaven? The 
mystic, Meister Eckhart, stated this truth quite boldly when he said, 
“God can do as little without us as we without God.” This may seem 
like a wild statement to you. Harry Emerson Fosdick, in a wonderful 
book called The Meaning of Prayer, has played several variations on 
this theme of God needing us. He writes: 


“Will a person say that when God wants bridges and tunnels, 
wants the lightning harnessed and cathedrals built, will God do 
the work Himself? That is absurd ... God stones the hills with 
marble, but God never built a Parthenon; God fills the moun- 
tains with ore, but God never made a needle or a locomotive. 
Only when humans work, can some things be done. Hear the 
words of Stradivarius, maker of violins: 


“When my master holds ’twixt chin and hand, a violin of mine, 
he will be glad that Stradivarius lived ... For while God gives 
them skill, I give them instruments to play upon, God choosing 
me to help God ... God could not make Antonio Stradivarius 
violins without Antonio.’” 


So God needs us to effect God’s will. But just as Stradivarius gave 
God ultimate credit, so too, we must remember, we are never the prime 
movers in our ventures. We are told this over and over again in the 
Bible. In PHripprans 2:13 God is at work within you to will and to 
work for God’s good pleasure. From PROVERBS 4:3 Trust in the Lord 
with all of your heart and do not rely on your own insight. 

If God’s will is not effected without us, it’s also true that we can rest 
assured in the promises of the Bible that God’s will will be done. Some- 
how it’s true that God is self-limiting. God does not command wher- 
ever God might. Rather God lets God’s creatures be in freedom to 
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grow and develop as they can. But in the grand, grand, grand scheme 
of things, somehow God is acting, albeit mysteriously, but ultimately, 
for the promotion of the evaluation of all things. 

Sometimes we don’t even have to act. Moses said, You only have to 
be still, and the Lord will fight for you. We do not act alone. Because 
God is always with us, we both fight the good fight, and take our rest. 
In the words of Martin Luther to Philipp Melanchthon, the author of 
the Augsberg confession: “We needn’t worry overmuch for the gospel 
— it is doing its work driving prayer, kindling hope, sustaining faith. 
Given the power of God’s word, we don’t have to lie awake at night, 
worrying about its future. The course for which we are contending is 
God’s and the outcome lies in God’s care. Rather than driving ourselves 
to distraction, we can best serve God by resting and taking the leisure 
our overwrought spirit needs.” 

Now, human nature being what it is, it often comes hard to us to 
surrender, resting securely in the promises of God. But so often when 
we can do that, the outcome we come out with is beyond our wildest 
dreams. David did not end up with a temple for the ark, but rather with 
a dynasty from which came Jesus of Nazareth. A touching example for 
me came this school year with my son, Nick, who has Down’s Syn- 
drome. Nick attends a regular classroom in public school. Every year 
I spend time worrying about the burden his presence places on the 
classroom teacher. So every year, I pray that we'll get through the year 
without a major crisis. This year in fourth grade, in May, his teacher 
said to me, “I want to thank you for letting me have Nick in my class- 
room.” Scarcely daring to trust my ears, I asked her why. She said 
because when the most behind, most delinquent boys realize that they 
are able to teach Nick something, it completely changes their way of 
looking at themselves. This was an outcome I had not considered — 
much less hoped for. 

God’s outcomes are often mysterious. When the days are dark, it’s 
hard to hang on to the promise that God is involved somehow. But P’ll 
even dare mention the Holocaust. As horrific and unbearable as that 
was —I believe that somehow its horror had something to do with the 
Pope’s saying in 1962 that the Jews were not responsible for the killing 
of Jesus, thus ending 1,930 years of the expelling, exiling, extermina- 
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tion and hating of Jews by Christians. 

In this process of God and human co-creating, obviously the best 
way to live is to try to align our will with God’s will. The way to attune 
ourselves to God as described in the Bible is to listen to what our heart 
tells us. As is written in JEREMIAH 29:12 When you seek me with all 
your heart, I will be found by you. There are many verses in the Bible 
about God and a person’s heart. In fact, the heart was a crucial factor 
in the picking of David as King. When God wanted to pick a new King 
for Israel, God had the sons of Jesse pass before Samuel one by one. 
When Elias stepped forward, Samuel thought he was the one. But God 
said to Samuel, Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his 
stature, because I have rejected him, for the Lord sees not as a person; a 
person looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the 
heart. On that basis David was chosen King. 

We have heard of the tenth Beatitude, Blessed are the pure in heart, 
for they shall see God. So how do we obtain a pure heart? How do we 
do what our heart tells us? Can we even hear what our heart is saying? 
That’s certainly a subject for a separate meditation. All Id like to say 
now is that for certain, it’s hard to hear the messages of our hearts in a 
crowded room with a lot of noise, with the press of a busy schedule run- 
ning around our brains. We need to take time, every day if possible, for 
a little quiet and a little solitude. The difficulty in finding a way to do 
this is not new. Listen to the words of Thomas 4 Kempis, a wonderful 
15th century German mystic who wrote a spiritual classic, The Imita- 
tion of Christ, which, next to the Bible, has been the most popular spir- 
itual reading in the whole world for over 500 years. Thomas wrote: 


“Seek a convenient time to retire unto yourself and think often 
on the benefits of God. A modern problem is that there is no 
convenient time to draw apart for a silent time with God in our 
overscheduled days.” As if speaking to our day, Thomas wrote 
“The one, therefore who aims at inward and spiritual things, 
must with Jesus, turn aside from the crowd.” Jesus himself told 
the disciples in Mark, Come away by yourselves and rest awhile. 
Jesus’ next sentence also sounds like the twentieth century, For 
many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. 
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Thomas also wrote “ ... [the one] who so withdraws himself from 


his acquaintances and friends, to that one will God draw near with 
God’s holy angels.” 

In these coming weeks, let’s make sure we book quiet time into our 
schedule for God. Who knows? God may even show up with holy 
angels. 
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Chapel Meditation 


The Kingdom of God 


Mark 10:13-16 


OCTOBER 6, 1991 


ale KinGpom oF Gop. Now this is an awesome topic for a med- 
itation. But according to Abraham Heschel, awe is at the root of 
faith. So let’s proceed with this truly awesome topic. Jesus’ mention of 
the Kingdom of God in Mark 10:15 is only one example of his many 
references to the Kingdom of God. In fact, the Kingdom of God is 
probably the theme that was most central to all of Jesus’ teachings. It 
is mentioned many times in the four Gospels. Sadly, it is rarely men- 
tioned in the rest of the New Testament. I feel unhappy when I think 
of how Christian preachers in the centuries after Jesus chose not to 
speak of the themes on which Jesus focused, such as the Kingdom of 
God, but instead concentrated on Jesus Himself as the focus of faith. 
Like other good Jews of his time, Jesus received his sense of the 
Kingdom of God from the writings of the prophets. In order to make 
sense of how a just God could allow God’s chosen people to be con- 
quered so many times and to suffer so much, the idea evolved that a 
time would come when the Messiah, God’s special agent, would arise 
to usher in the regime of the Kingdom of God, at the end of earthly his- 
tory. At this time, Satan would be conquered, and the righteous would 
be taken to dwell with God in glory. a 
This would be a time of judgment, as God would execute judgment 
on the nations against whom God’s chosen people had to fight ever 
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since their settlement in Palestine. But it would be not only a day of 
victory for the Hebrews but also a day of sifting. All the sinners of my 
people shall die by the sword, said the Lord. And it would be a time of 
universal peace and the lion would lie down with the lamb, and there 
would be no more tears on God’s holy mountain. 

So we can imagine the effect on the people when John the Baptist 
said, Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand. And then Jesus kept 
talking about the Kingdom of God being among the people, within 
them. 

How were the people to square these sayings with the hard facts of 
experience, for nothing was more obvious than that the rule of God 
was not universally recognized nor obeyed. Surely what Jesus meant 
was the rule of God was a hope for the future. In much of what Jesus 
said there is a definite implication that the Kingdom of God will be 
consummated in the future. Nevertheless, many of Jesus’ sayings about 
the Kingdom of God imply that the Kingdom in a real sense is already 
present. 

It seems clear that Jesus held both ideas. The Kingdom of God is 
imminent — it is still to come with power. And itis actually already pre- 
sent. It is as if Jesus is saying the Kingdom of God is not a place but 
rather a condition. There is a community of people that is already being 
brought into this Kingdom in the present and this community will con- 
tinue to grow until the final consummation. 

What are the characteristics of people who are entering the King- 
dom of God? In MaTTHEW 7:21 Jesus says, Not everyone who says to 
me Lord, Lord, will enter the Kingdom of heaven but the one who does 
the will of the Father, so we see obedience to God’s will is crucial. Thy 
Kingdom come, thy will be done are phrases that are in apposition. 
When God’s will is being done, God’s Kingdom has come. 

Also one must display righteousness that exceeds that of the Phar- 
isees — don’t bring your gift to the altar when you’re mad at your 
brother, lending your cloak as well as your coat when someone has 
asked for your help. Another crucial characteristic is the willingness to 
sacrifice any possession or anything that might constitute a hindrance 
or a stumbling block. So don’t be ultimately attached to anything of 
this world. And perhaps above all, as we read in Mark, one needs to 
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receive the Kingdom like a child. We can all think of child-like quali- 
ties that Jesus might have been thinking of. Qualities such as vulnera- 
bility and trust, transparency and defenselessness, integrity and 
wholeness. 

I’m always amazed at how quickly my children forgive me. They 
have not learned to bear grudges nor nourish bitterness. Even when I 
have lost my temper or treated them unfairly, they soon forget about 
it. In fact they forget so completely that they don’t even need to forgive. 
When I worked in child abuse, I couldn’t believe how abused children 
forgive their parents. And children are so whole-hearted — they really 
live in the moment. Once while staying in San Diego, we had gone to 
Rent-A-Wreck to get a big station wagon to get us to Disneyland. Half- 
way there the car lived up to its name and broke down. As I turned to 
the children, with a sinking feeling of disappointment, I saw they had 
already jumped out of the car and were chasing little lizards in the sand. 
My son, Nick, has a great time at the State Fair, rain or shine. 

Probably the basic quality of children is how much they love. As 
much as they like receiving presents, there is nothing in the world that 
can come close to the radiant look of love on a child’s face when a 
parent is about to open the gift the child has made for the parent. And 
it’s like that for us. It’s only when we really love, love unconditionally, 
that something deep in our personality comes into play. 

How do we cultivate these child-like qualities in us hardened 
adults? Through daily prayer, silence, solitude. Thomas Merton said, 
“The ears with which one hears the messages of God are hidden in 
one’s heart, and these ears do not hear anything unless they are formed 
with a certain solitude and silence.” 

We need to slow down, take on the simple life. As the Tao Te Ching 
says, “Humane people are broad-minded so they are richly blessed and 
have lasting happiness. Everything they do makes an atmosphere of 
relaxation.” 

When we live a simple life, we see what Gerard Manley Hopkins 
called the “freshness of deep down things.” As e.e. cummings said, 
“The eyes of my eyes are opened.” We see that everything is a gift. 
From each unit of experience we derive one unit of nourishment. 

The foundation of the simple life is that above all, above everything, 
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we seek first God’s Kingdom. The things that happen to us, our mem- 
ories, our possessions are significant, but nothing is as important as our 
relationship with God. 

When this is what we want, what we seek, what we live for, these 
are some of the things we feel: feelings of gratitude, a lot of humor 
almost everywhere, a strong desire to contribute to others; we feel we 
are in love with life. We get more touched from less experience. And 
we start to see the world with the eyes of God. One of my favorite 
scenes in Shakespeare happens in King Lear. Lear has foolishly and 
tragically favored his two wicked daughters Goneril and Regan and 
betrayed his only loyal daughter, Cordelia. At the end of the play, he 
and Cordelia are taken prisoners. Lear says to Cordelia: 


“Come let’s away to prison: 

We two alone will sing like birds in the cage 
when thou dost ask me blessing; 

Pll kneel down 

And ask of thee forgiveness, so we'll live 
And pray and sing and tell old tales and 
laugh at gilded butterflies and 

hear poor rogues talk of court news, and 
we'll talk with them too 

Who loses and who wins, who’s in, who’s out 
And take upon us the mystery of things as if we were God’s 
spies. 


To be spies for God, seeing the world for God. I happen to live with 
one of God’s spies: When I ask Nick how it can be that he is so lovely 
—he says, “Because I was in your stomach.” He is so gracious. 

So let us pray that we too may approach God’s Kingdom — that our 
whole life be lived through the eyes of God. So instead of seeing Sam 
as a difficult person, we'll see Sam as a character. Instead of seeing our 
house as old, we’ll see our house as having character. Instead of seeing 
our children as difficult, we'll feel incredibly fortunate that we have 
children. 

Admittedly most of the ways that we do God’s will are half-baked 


and half-hearted; yet there are moments when we catch a glimpse of 
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God’s Kingdom. And what is that like? Here’s how Frederick Buech- 
ner describes it, with Jesus as his source: “It’s like finding a million dol- 
lars in a field. It’s like finding something you hated to lose and thought 
you’d never find again, an old keepsake, a stray sheep, a missing child. 
When the Kingdom really comes, it’s as if the thing you lost and 
thought you’d never find again is you.” 


Chapel Meditation 


Love 


1 Corinthians 13 


FEBRUARY 2, 1992 


AITH, HOPE AND LOVE ABIDE, AND THE GREATEST OF THESE IS LOVE. 

These words are so incredibly profound. And so incredibly famil- 
iar. I would not even hazard a guess as to the possible number of wed- 
dings and also funerals that have featured this most wonderful passage 
from 1 CORINTHIANS 13. 

Indeed it has felt like an awesome task to figure out what light I 
might be able to shed on the subject of love. So I first reached for 
wisdom from Biblical commentaries and came across some fascinating 
points in the Anchor Bible Commentary on First Corinthians. Accord- 
ing to this commentary, tongues speaking had become a particularly 
troublesome problem for the church at Corinth. So to put this gift of the 
Spirit in perspective, Paul declares that this gift is meaningless unless it 
is accompanied by love. For after all, speaking in tongues requires trans- 
lation. Unless love animates the communication intended by tongues 
and their interpretation, the result is of no particular significance. 

What Paul goes on to say lets us know how deeply Paul feels about 
love. Love is clearly a way of life for Paul. The love Paul writes about 
should be the perpetual motivating power of all our actions. What this 
love is, is generous, uncalculating and passionate to serve. This love 
puts acting with unceasing good will to our neighbors in the center of 
our lives; this love meets wrong with an excess of good. 
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We have all experienced this love at times in our lives — when we 
have been with people whose very presence conveys a sense of conso- 
lation, of healing. This love gives people the power to accomplish great 
works without being overwhelmed by difficulty or opposition. This 
love gives power to sustain a serene assurance about life that carries a 
person through pain, sickness, disappointment, grief and even death. 

In thinking about this kind of inward assurance, I was reminded of 
a recent incident involving my son Nicholas when one of Nick’s Cam- 
bodian friends, Da, came to me and worriedly confided in me that Nick 
(who has Down’s Syndrome and attends a public school) is very fre- 
quently alone on the playground at recess. “Of course I play with him 
if I see he’s alone,” said Da. My heart sank. Was Lyndale School help- 
ing Nick’s mind and breaking his heart? With a studied casualness, I 
approached Nick after school and asked if he didn’t spend a lot of time 
alone at recess. “Yes,” was his reply. Pause. “Don’t you feel lonely?” I 
asked. “No,” said Nick with a note of extra patience for his mother and 
her insecurities. And it dawned on me that Nick is one of the most self- 
assured people I know. 

Well — what else could we say about love? Multitudinous wonder- 
ful things. Love is patient — willing to receive slights, even hardships — 
even over a long time. Love is kind. A person who loves like this eases 
another person’s pain, soothes anxieties and fears and contributes pos- 
itively and concretely to the happiness of others. Kindness consists of 
practical demonstrations of one’s concern to alleviate the miseries of 
another. 

This kind of love eliminates irritability and hasty anger. This love 
takes time to consider how even a good purpose might hurt the feelings 
of other people. It does not insist on its own way. 

And yet, one who loves this way does not ignore evil. This way of 
love finds better ways to withstand evil than to attack the evil person. 
This love deals with evil by forgiving it. Somehow, some innocence in 
the evildoer is discerned. There is probably no greater act of love than 


when Jesus said of his crucifiers, Father, forgive them; they know not 
what they do. 


This kind of miraculous act of love can really only be done by the 
power of God, and this is really what we’re talking about. This way of 
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love happens under the impulse of God. 

As we have been told by the Bible, by the mystics of all religions 
and all ages, and by the stirrings of our own hearts, love is at the heart 
of God’s nature. This fact was made known to us in the person of Jesus. 

What the mystics have told us is that the transcendental love which 
empowers human consciousness is nothing less than the presence of 
the Spirit of divine love enabling us to participate actively in God’s 
unfinished business of transforming the darkness of our world with the 
brilliance of divinity. When this love lives in us, we have no trouble 
clinging to the conviction that whatever our present circumstances, life 
has purpose and meaning and despite all appearances to the contrary, 
God’s purpose will be accomplished. 

The question is, how does it happen that this divine love starts to 
live in us, that we start to feel an impulse that is working through us, 
that is not of our own making, so that we start to feel actual behavioral 
changes — increased patience, increased compassion, lightening up — 
and we don’t think we can take the credit for this change. 

The answer to this question is simple — take time to turn to God in 
prayer. We have to take time every day (and hopefully even more than 
once a day) to withdraw from our ego-shaped agenda in silence and 
solitude, and ask God to help us. What is required is to pray with all 
our hearts, Thy will be done. That is such a hard prayer to which to 
truly surrender. It is unbelievably tempting to hold on to a little hope 
of achieving something by one’s own powers. 

In fact — this prayer of surrender was really Paul’s aim which under- 
girded his writings — the free submission of the individual to the lead- 
ing of the Spirit. This is a very difficult prayer to say and to mean. But 
we must persist in the attempt. As Teresa of Avila says, “Strive and 
strive and strive — we were meant for nothing else.” 

Spending time in prayer, in silence, is hard to do in our culture. We 
feel we are too busy. And of course if we spend sixteen hours a day 
dealing with tangible things and only 5 minutes a day trying to find 
God, it is no wonder that the tangible things of the world are much 
more real to us than God. Once we decide we want to find the will of 
God, this preoccupation must not be limited to a section of our activ- 
ities. We must desire to place our whole life at the disposal of God. 
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Then when we perform our daily round, God puts the holiness into 
our actions. As that wonderful Jewish prophet, Abraham Heschel, 
wrote, “God’s hiding in the world. Our task is to let the divine emerge 
from our deeds.” Heschel also wrote, “The essence of faith is not dis- 
closed in what we believe but in the soul’s being in accord with what is 
relevant to God.” 

This relevance can occur when we ask God to live in us. To want to 
be exclusively devoted to God means we believe God is trustworthy. 
It remains for us to trust God sufficiently to let God out. As Mother 
Teresa said, “All we really have to do is to stay out of God’s way.” 

What are the results of living a life of surrender? We become ethi- 
cally aroused people. The moral demand of letting God rule you in 
everything is far more reaching than the demand of any code. At the 
same time, it carries with it the promise of indefinite growth and devel- 
opment. This person is a center of fermentation where the morally rev- 
olutionary Spirit of God attacks the dead mass of the world. What’s 
even more odd and wonderful — we end up liking to do what we ought. 

We start to feel our heart, the deepest and most vulnerable part of 
ourselves, the part where the union of God and the human takes place. 
We live out of our heart, becoming more deeply compassionate and 
forgiving. By the way we live and are present to others, we become 
sacraments of God’s love, expressions of that love in this world—a sign 
that says to all, “God loves you — you are worthy of love and respect.” 

The one who surrenders to God needs no miraculous communica- 
tion to make him or her aware of God’s presence. It is the awareness of 
ever living under the watchful eye of God that leads one to see hints of 
God in the varied things one encounters in one’s daily round — so that 
a simple event can be accepted both for what it is and also as a friendly 
reminder of things divine. And finally to live a life of surrender to 
God’s will means a life of resurrection — of waking and rising from the 
dead right now —in the midst of life. We begin to feel that Resurrection 
is not just an event of the past but is a permanently creative power, the 
nature of which the believer cannot understand until he or she has felt 
it operative in his or her life. ~ 

A friend of mine had finally reached the point et bringing her child 
with her to a therapist because the child’s behavior was so difficult. 
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When she told me, with tears streaming down her face, that yes, the 
therapist had confirmed that the child was deeply unhappy and the par- 
ents were involved in this, my friend then said, “I feel this is an answer 
to my prayers.” To reach a moment of bitter, sad truth was crucifixion 
but also resurrection — now help could begin. 

When we live in surrender to God, we come to know that death has 
no power to quench the living. We even see that the natural order itself 
is subordinate to the ends of the spiritual life. 

My mother’s difficult adjustment to living in a nursing home has 
become transformed by Resurrection. One day, when we were driving 
home from the Drop-In Center, she turned to me and said, “Oh, by the 
way, dear, I thought you’d like to know, your father sleeps beside me 
every night.” My dear father, her wonderful husband, dead for 7 years, 
is now alive again for her. 


And so what Paul writes in 1r CORINTHIANS 3:18 is possible: 


And we, with our unveiled faces reflecting like mirrors the 
brightness of the Lord, all grow brighter and brighter as we are 
turned into the images that we reflect; this is the work of the Lord 
who ts Spirit. 


7? 


Chapel Meditation 


The Lord Has Come 


Revelations 20 


May 31, 1992 


N THE BOOK OF REVELATION in CHAPTER 20, we read that the 
Le to the last verse in the Bible says, Maranatha. This is an exhor- 
tation that says, “Lord, come!” Some translate it, “come Lord Jesus!” 

Why is the author of Revelation exhorting the Lord to come? Who 
among you know? Possibly those among you who celebrated a Chris- 
tian holiday this past Thursday (May 29). What Christian holiday was 
that? Why, Ascension Day, of course. Surely the members of Plymouth 
Church who are in good standing know about the Ascension of Jesus. 
We can read about it in the FIRST CHAPTER OF ACTS. 

After being resurrected, Jesus stayed with his apostles for forty 
days, speaking to them of the Kingdom of God. And, on the fortieth 
day, as they were looking on, Jesus was lifted up and a cloud took him 
out of their sight. We read in vERSE 10, And while they were gazing 
into the heaven as he went, behold the two men stood by them in white 
robes and said, “people of Galilee, why do you stand looking into 
heaven? This Jesus who was taken up into heaven will come in the same 
way as you saw him go into heaven.” 

And thus began the expectation on the part of Jesus’ followers of 
the Parousia — the Second Coming of Jesus. Almost 2,000 years later, 
many of Jesus’ followers are still waiting. 


What’s fascinating about that word “Maranatha” is that it is a trans- 
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lation from two Aramaic words (which is the language Jesus actually 
spoke). Aramaic is a fascinating language, and I do not understand why 
it is not studied more in seminaries. It’s a rich, complex language with 
multiple meanings for almost every word. For instance, in the Lord’s 
Prayer in Aramaic, instead of “Our Father,” the Aramaic word means 
“Our Creator, Our Mother, Our Father, Our Parent.” And, it’s true 
that the word “Maranatha” also has more than one meaning. Besides 
“Lord, come,” it can also mean, “The Lord has come.” 

It is that second meaning on which I wish to concentrate in this 
meditation. The Lord has come. Is that simple sentence also open to 
more than one interpretation? The most obvious meaning, of course, 
is that Jesus Christ has been born and lived his earthly life. The histor- 
ical Jesus as the Christ has been the main topic for the Christian theo- 
logical and ecclesiastical enterprise for almost two millennia. 

However, for me, the Christ that rivets my attention is the Christ 
that exists in all creation and in all time before Jesus of Nazareth was 
born and after Jesus died. How did Christ exist before the birth of 
Jesus? None other than that most illustrious, earliest of theologians, 
Paul, has written about a Christ pre-existing Jesus. In 1 CORINTHI- 
ANS 10, as he writes about the Israelites’ history, he says: 


I want you to know, brethren, that our fathers were all under the 
cloud and all passed through the sea and all were baptized in 
Moses in the cloud and the sea and all ate the same supernatural 
food and all drank the same supernatural drink. For they drank 
from the supernatural Rock which followed them and the Rock 
was Christ. 


And the Rock was Christ. This verse is in the Revised Standard Ver- 
sion of the Bible. I haven’t heard this verse preached by any Christian 
minister — anywhere. 

For me, this verse plainly suggests that what Christ is, is the spirit 
of God that empowers us to go froma situation of death to a situation 
of life. What this Christ is, is an overcoming power. Christ is the spirit 
of God within me that will not yield to defeat. 

There are many, many verses in the Bible that talk about this 
indwelling spirit of God that abides in us. For instance, JOHN 14:23: 
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If a person loves me, that person will keep his word and my Father will 
love that one and make our home with that one. 
Or, one of my favorite verses from REVELATION: 


Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears my voice 
and opens the door, I will come unto him. 


If and when we hear this knock, and through effort and through 
grace, we are able to open the door, what we awaken to is Christ-con- 
sciousness, which is mystical consciousness that is potentially in all of 
us. Our normal waking consciousness is necessarily utilitarian, with its 
primary concern being survival and the avoidance of pain. As the 
Greek philosopher Plotinus said, “This other kind of seeing is a faculty 
which all people have, and few make use of.” 

The twentieth century English woman, Evelyn Underhill, has writ- 
ten extensively and movingly about mysticism: 


“The inner life consists of a deep transforming process ... the 
true life of the spirit requires a gradual self-abandonment to that 
all-penetrating Presence that we become, at last, its unrestrict- 
ing agent ... sooner or later, in varying degrees, the power and 
redeeming energy of God will be manifested through those who 
reach out in desire first towards God and then towards other 
souls. This is not pious fluff. This is a terribly practical job; the 
only way we can contribute to the bringing in of the Kingdom 


of God.” 


So what is the secret spring that throws open this door of the soul? 
Two main keys to the spring are purity in life and prayer. What’s fasci- 
nating is these two practices go hand in hand. If you cultivate a spiri- 
tual practice of a daily time for prayer or meditation, you will find 
amazing support from unexpected quarters in your attempt to improve 
your character. My meditation time often occurs during a daily walk. 
When I was on a trip to LaConner, Washington, as I walked along the 
outskirts of town, I began noticing litter along the road. I was trying 
to keep my mind clear in order to hear God’s-voice. Finally, I had to 
give in to an insisting urge that kept directing me to pick up the litter. 
As my hands grasped several cans and bottles, I felt discouraged at how 
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awkward and difficult it was to hold on to the litter, whereupon I saw 
a brown paper bag which I filled with my bottles and cans. As the bag 
began to tear, I spied a large, black plastic garbage bag, which I filled. 
When I came back into town and was going to place it in a trash bin, 
the gas station owner told me he would not let me leave “my trash” on 
his property. As I began to feel discouraged and unappreciated, just 
then the town garbage truck turned the corner and took my bag. On 
another day, in another town, when I felt I could just as soon ignore 
the litter, as I looked down at a can near my foot, I spied a $5 bill. I 
believe God sends us very creative and interesting reinforcements 
when we pray for help and are honestly attempting to improve our 
character and are asking for God’s help in this endeavor. We need to 
remember, however, that awakening to God’s healing spirit within us 
is not a do-it-yourself project. We make the effort to maintain the dis- 
cipline of a spiritual practice. And any fruit coming from our practice 
is a gift from God. 

Matthew Fox has written cogently and comprehensively about our 
awakening to the Christ-consciousness within us in a wonderful book 
entitled The Coming of the Cosmic Christ. A few of the attributes he 
describes as occurring with this consciousness include: one yearns to 
experience the divine; one will not settle for theology or talking about 
the divine. As the Psalmist says, Taste and see, the Lord is good. One 
develops a sense of trust. As Andrew Weil said, “mystics and paranoids 
have much in common. Paranoid people believe there is a conspiracy 
in the universe against them. Mystics believe there is a conspiracy in 
the universe on their behalf.” If you don’t believe you’re bearing fruit, 
maybe it’s because you don’t really trust God, or yourself for that 
matter. 

Mystics look at all beings with compassionate eyes. They see the 
whole world as a beloved community. They work to right injustice. A 
prophet is a mystic in action. Mystics are self-critical individuals let- 
ting go of projecting the dark, unexamined shadows of themselves unto 
others, as well as letting go of believing false, negative images of them- 
selves that others have projected on them. They dare to see themselves 
as images of God, as co-creators with God. 

They feel their heart knowledge. They gradually learn ways of 
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awakening the heart, strengthening it, expanding it, watering it and 
enabling it to reach its full cosmic potential for joy and for sorrow. 

As the rath century mystic, Meister Eckhart, said, “What good is it 
to me if the Son of God was born to Mary 1400 years ago but is not 
born in my person, in my culture, in my time. The name Christ means 
the anointed one. All of us are the anointed ones. We are all royal per- 
sons, creative, godly, divine persons of beauty and grace. But what 
good is this if we do not know it? ... All creatures are works of God.” 
Eckhart implies that we should criticize people less and sit at their feet 
more to learn of the image of God working in and through them. 

So, with the checkout clerk at the grocery counter, even across the 
way with the drive-through bank teller, see if you can see the force of 
Christ radiating out from their faces. Look for shining eyes. It’s really 
not so hard to do this. All you have to do is look. You will indeed see 
the treasure of Christ, even if in its earthen vessels. And, when you 
behold the Christ in the face of another, what the other sees in your 
beholding face is also the face of Christ. And you’ll know what was in 
Gerard Manley Hopkins’ heart when he wrote these lines: 


“In a flash at a trumpet crash 

I am all at once what Christ is 

Since He was what I am and 

This jack, joke, poor potsherd, patch, 
Matchwood, immortal diamond 

Is immortal diamond.” 


Chapel Meditation 


Forgiveness 


Jeremiah 1821-11; Psalm 14; Luke 12:32-40 


AUGUST 9, 1992 


j| KNEW THAT ONE Day the time would come when sin would have 
to be the topic of a meditation for me. Sin, as all of you good Con- 
gregationalists know, is not a word we hear very often mentioned in 
our church. And many Plymouth members who are “recovering” 
Lutherans or Catholics or Baptists are mighty glad for this. 

But several weeks ago, when I read the lextionary for August 9th, I 
could tell almost immediately that wrongdoing was one of the main 
themes tying together the passages for today. In his 18th chapter, Jere- 
miah exhorts the people, a// of them, to turn from their evil ways and 
to amend their doings. The Psalmist in Psalm 14 begins by addressing 
fools who are corrupt and who do abominable deeds and gets further 
wound up on the subject, declaring “there is no one who does good, 
no, not one.” 

Holden Caufield in J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye would 
agree with the Psalmist. Towards the end of the book, Holden 
expresses the sentiment that comes on later, everyone disappoints you. 

Oh dear, this talk could really develop along a dismal and dark vein. 
How unlike a bright, cheerful, good-doing person like me to speak so 
pessimistically, so condemningly of everyone. 

And yet, truthfully speaking, the subject does strike a faintly 
appealing chord because I realized that I could talk about a story of 
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Flannery O’Connor that had touched me deeply several years ago and 
continued to stay with me. 

Flannery O’Connor was a Southern writer who wrote fiction in the 
’50s and ’6os and died in 1964 after suffering numerous lengthy bouts 
with the very painful disease of lupus. One of my main mentors, the 
Trappist monk, Thomas Merton, also loved O’Connor’s short stories. 
In fact, when she died, Merton said he would not compare her with 
such good writers as Hemingway, Porter and Sartre but rather with 
“someone like Sophocles...[he wrote] I write her name with honor, for 
all the truth and all the craft with which she shows a human being’s fall 
and dishonor.” 

In one work which particularly moved me, The Artificial Nigger, 
she relates a story of a grandfather, Mr. Head, who is raising his grand- 
son, Nelson. The boy had been abandoned to him by Mr. Head’s own 
daughter. Living way out in the country where they did not see many 
people (and definitely not blacks, who had been driven away com- 
pletely) Mr. Head has planned an outing to the big city of Atlanta. 
Nelson can hardly wait, Mr. Head’s hidden agenda is to make sure the 
boy sees how horrible city life is so that he will never want to go back 
again. This does, indeed, transpire but in a way that is totally unex- 
pected by Mr. Head. O’Connor paints the old man’s sagacity and his 
pride in his wisdom vividly in the beginning of the story. She writes: 

“Age was a choice blessing. Only with years does a man enter into 
a calm understanding of life that makes him a suitable guide for the 
young. The hour was 2:00 in the morning. The alarm on the clock did 
not work but he was not dependent on any mechanical means to 
awaken him. Sixty years had not dulled his responses; his physical reac- 
tions, like his moral ones, were guided by his strong will and character 
and these could be seen plainly in his features. 

His eyes were alert but quiet and in the miraculous moonlight, they 
had a look of composure and of ancient wisdom as if they belonged to 
one of the great guides of men.” 

What happens to this great guide is so sad and so humbling. Mr. 
Head finds himself more and more angry at how excited the boy is by 
the city. Nelson does not feel intimidated in the least. In fact, Mr. Head 
can tell that he feels more anxious and apprehensive of the people and 
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of getting lost, than does Nelson. 

Nelson suffers from simple over-stimulation. In fact, he finally sits 
down and dozes off. Mr. Head has a brainstorm. He withdraws a few 
paces and hides out of sight of the boy. O’Connor writes: “He justi- 
fied what he was going to do on the grounds that it is sometimes nec- 
essary to teach a child a lesson he won’t forget, particularly when the 
child is always asserting his position with some new impudence.” 

And then the incident of disastrous sham occurs. The boy wakes 
suddenly and panics when he cannot see his grandfather. He bolts from 
the scene. Mr. Head, with his heart in his throat, madly tries to find 
Nelson, and several blocks later, he comes upon a scene of a lady fallen 
down with Nelson next to her. She is screaming, “You’ve broken my 
ankle. Your daddy will pay for it, every nickel. Police!” 

When the boy, Nelson, sees his grandfather, he springs towards him. 
Mr. Head senses the approach of policemen behind him. He turns to 
the crowd and says, “This is not my boy, I never saw him before.” 

O’Connor writes: “The women dropped back, staring at him with 
horror, as if they were so repulsed by a man who would deny his own 
image and likeness that they could not bear to lay hands on him.” 

The rest of the story is about the grandfather’s and the boy’s reac- 
tions to such a shameful moment of betrayal, and miraculously they 
are saved by viewing a plaster figure of a Negro — an “artificial nigger.” 
You need to read the story to feel how moving this moment of grace is. 
One of the lines that stays with me is, “Mr. Head stood very still and 
felt the action of mercy touch him...he knew that there were no words 
in the world that could name it. 

What a fascinating story to relate in a meditation on sin. But when 
Holden Caufield says that sooner or later everyone disappoints you, 
the saddest part of this statement is that everyone includes your very 
self, my very self. 

And during the days I was thinking about doing a meditation on 
Mr. Head’s story, I ended up treating our dog very badly ona day when 
everything had gone wrong, with most of the trouble having to do with 
the dog. My son, Nick, said, “If you treat the dog like that, Mom, she’ll 
run away.” “This dog will never run away,” was my response. 

Guess what? She did run away — that very day. Utterly consumed 


87 


88 


UV — Gifts of the Spirit 


with shame and deep, deep regret and remorse and repentance, despite 
frantic efforts to track the dog down, the one thing I felt I could not 
ask for was forgiveness from Nicholas. 

And yet in a truly, deeply, incredibly amazing moment, two days 
later he told me I was the best mom in the world. Nick had forgiven 
me. I had been unable to find a place to which to flee, a sanctuary from 
the sense of my failure, but in my son’s spontaneous forgiveness of me, 
I felt the poignant meaning of verses such as: 


The Eternal God is Thy refuge and underneath are the everlov- 
ing arms, 

DEUTERONOMY 33:27 

and Thou art a God ready to pardon, gracious and merciful, slow 
to anger and of great kindness, 

NEHEMIAH 9:17 

and Cast thy burden upon the hand and God will sustain thee. 


When I experienced my son’s unconditional love for me in the face 
of a situation of such a major loss for him, I felt myself uncontrollably 
surrendering to the experience of being loved by God. 

So that experience of shame and regret, paradoxically, became a 
healing experience for me, when magically I achieved what many of us 
strive for — living in the assurance that we are lovable — despite our fail- 
ures and our sinfulness. The love of God for “the least of these” is an 
old and valid message. 

What really gets a person is when she realizes that she is the least, 
rather than it being the leper in the corner. So this is why we have to 
forgive everyone. Because God forgives us. And we need to be forgiven 
— again and again. 

This is why we have to be patient with sinfulness for a long time. 
And if there are occasions when we think we cannot stand the sinful- 
ness of our spouse or our friend or our child one more minute, we have 
to accept it again. Because we need others to do the same for us. 

When we are on the path of the awakening heart and seeking God’s 
will for our lives, monsters will always be aroused, as we are compelled 
to search our depths. But it is good to know that those very monsters 
can take us to the depths we need to explore. It is even better to know 
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that in those depths, we can find the hidden wholeness that unites and 
energizes us, the source and the power that makes us fully alive. 

In order to be whole, we have to come to know our broken places. 
In The Artificial Nigger, as in each of O’Connor’s works, there comes 
this moment when her survivors are aware of the unavoidability of 
grace — if only they can face themselves for what they are, if they can 
accept their true selves, they can have a new life. 

Feeling forgiveness, truly experiencing forgiveness — is being given 
the Kingdom. So let’s listen to Luke: Do not be afraid little flock, for it 
is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the Kingdom. As Merton 
says — Just keep going. God is with you. God loves you regardless. And 
as you allow in this knowledge, this tolerant long-suffering person, this 
is God unfolding through us. Sometimes we even reach the point when 
we are brought to gratitude for our mistakes. 

So as an old Jewish story goes — when we die and are brought before 
God, we will be brought to account not for the rules we had broken 
but for the times we did not enjoy God’s Kingdom. Even in the midst 
of mistakes, shameful actions, occasions for remorse, we can seek to 
find a blessing. That is the way to have your lamps lit. That is the way 
to live in God’s Kingdom now. 
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Chapel Meditation 


A Deep Need to Give 


Zechariah 7:1-10; Psalm 9 


NOVEMBER 8, 1992 


HEN I VOLUNTEERED to give the meditation for November 8th, 
Stewardship Sunday, the day we commit our pledge for mone- 
tary support for Plymouth for next year, | wondered what the Biblical 
texts would be for this day. Psalm 9 tells us the poor shall not always 
be forgotten. Zechariah warns us not to oppress the widow, the orphan, 
the poor. Clearly, Iam being guided to talk about giving — synchronic- 
ity strikes again! 
When I first began helping the Stewardship Campaign at Plymouth, 
I felt my familiar dis-ease that usually accompanies the fundraising 
efforts I have made in the past. But a few weeks into the planning, I 
read a wonderful piece of wisdom that said, even if we discovered gold 
under the church parking lot, we would still be asking people to give 
because we all have a deep need to give. What this says to me is that 
stewardship is not about fundraising or meeting Plymouth’s budget 
needs. Rather, stewardship is about enabling people to fulfill their need 
to give — to give back to God some small portion of what they’ve been 
given. So really the point is not that we give to Plymouth, but that we’re 
being provided an opportunity to give. The church is an instrument 
through which giving can take place. a 
Wise people from many different spiritual traditions have known 
for thousands of years that someone’s spiritual health can be known by 
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her relationship to her possessions. To assess someone’s emotional or 
spiritual health, the best parameter is how he gives. So actually our 
checkbook is an excellent indication of our spirituality. 

What amazes me is how our culture has misinformed us so drasti- 
cally in regard to giving. We are socialized from the day we are born to 
believe that acquiring things and possessing wealth will make us happy. 
The subtitle of the Wall Street Journal is “The Daily Diary of the Amer- 
ican Dream.” What a cruel joke to play on us. The fact is, there is no 
correlation between wealth and true happiness. This does not mean 
that there is anything wrong with affluence, but it can definitely be a 
threat. It is when affluence starts to own us that we will be denied true 
happiness. If we do not live simply, we must work all the time simply 
to live — to pay our bills. 

When one starts to give and not to get — then one starts to feel truly 
happy. Generous people seldom have emotional problems. There is a 
contrast to our dominant ethos in many primitive cultures. For 
instance, in the Native American tradition, one acquires status by 
giving, not by possessing. If there is one piece left, they'll give it to you. 
They’ll choose to give you the best. 

I love one of the many stories that can be found to illustrate this 
Indian ethos. This particular story describes the response of the Navajo 
people of one village to a first encounter with a Christian missionary. 
The missionary shared the good news of Jesus with the people. The 
message was translated, and many nodded in agreement, as the mes- 
sage of Jesus unfolded. The missionary confided to the translator, 
“Now comes the hardest part — tithing. ’m afraid that they won’t like 
this message.” The missionary told the people that being a Christian 
required that they give ten percent of all they have to the church. Sure 
enough, many of the people got up and left after some brief discussions 
among themselves and some disgusted head-shaking. The missionary 
was distraught. He asked the translator what was being said, adding, 
“T knew that the tithing part would be hard. I just knew that they 
would react negatively.” 

The translator turned to the missionary and said, “They all said that 
any God who required only ten percent of their livelihood couldn’t be 
much of a God. They feel that all they have is God’s gift and knew that 
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they needed to share it all.” 

All they have -all we have—is God’s gift. Until we know that, truly 
know that deep in our bones, deep in our hearts, we are not true stew- 
ards of God’s creation. To truly be a steward, one has to have a sense 
of abundance. Coming from abundance depends on our sense of God. 
Who is God for us? A patriarchal “Santa Claus” God who keeps score 
of your good and bad deeds? Or is God a creating, redeeming, life- 
giving power on whom we can trust so we know there’s always enough 
and even more. When you begin to get up each morning, acting out of 
abundance, your life becomes different. When you give from abun- 
dance, you give without regard to outcome, without the need to con- 
trol where your gift goes. Then the money goes where it is needed, not 
to where your needs are. When people are converted to this way of 
thinking, you can see the radiance on their faces. 

The Bible is filled with references about giving. It is clear that a 
major focus of Jesus’ ministry was about people’s relationship to pos- 
sessions. Twenty of the thirty-nine teaching parables of Jesus are 
directly about stewardship and the use of gifts. InJosHUA 24 we read, 
choose this day whom you will serve. 

All through the Older and Newer Testaments we read about God 
urging us to help the poor. As Howard Thurman wrote, “Can we really 
see any moral justification for having food and a surfeit of creature 
comforts at one’s disposal while numberless people all over the world 
in every country are without the necessities to survive?” 

In the short run, it may have been advantageous for people to 
pursue individual concerns. I feel sure that the errors of this individu- 
alistic thinking have become obnoxious. What can we do with our 
accrued wealth within a natural and human environment that is poi- 
soned and decimated? 

How is it that we have been able to close our eyes to the gross 
inequities in the distribution of food and shelter in Minneapolis? How 
can we bear to look at the lavish Christmas decorations in the malls that 
cost much more than a poor family will have to spend on their entire 
Christmas? Why don’t we follow the Buddhist-precept: Do not accu- 
mulate wealth while millions are hungry. 


Parker Palmer has written that it is the cash exchange that makes it 
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easier to ignore the gross inequities in our world. If governments, he 
writes, were to line people up each month, giving them truckloads of 
food, while giving the majority barely enough to survive, the inequity 
would be so visible, so unbearable, that there would be moral pressure 
for change. The other possibility is that revolution would ensue. 

My suggestion is that each one of us find a way to form a relation- 
ship with a poor person. I believe something holy begins in us when 
we get to know someone whose life is precarious. We might expect to 
find a poor person crushed and hopeless, and though we often do find 
that, we find something more. We find courage that blossoms in the 
midst of despair. 

As I sit and talk with people who come to the Drop-In Center at 
Plymouth (mentally ill and extremely poor), I find myself amazed as I 
realize that the person who lives in one room with a chair with rips in 
it, a black and white TV and clothes in neat piles around the room 
because there is no bureau — this one whom I pity is unbelievably trying 
to cheer me up. It is with the poor that I meet this God of the living. 

It may have something to do with a poem of Christina Rossetti. It 
may be that the poor do not have material gifts to give to Jesus. I believe 
Rosetti’s verse explains the rest. 


“What can I give him, poor as I am, 

If I were a shepherd, I would give a lamb, 
If I were a wise man, I would do my part, 
But what I can, I give him — give my heart.” 
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Chapel Meditation 


Living Water 


Exodus 17:2-7; John 4:5-24 


MARCH 14, 1993 


E READ IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN: If you know the gift of 

God, you could have living water. What a refreshing, absolutely 
enchanting idea — living water. It quenches my thirst just to say the 
words. Imagine — never being thirsty again! Water is still water. We 
remain human. But when we drink this water, the water we know to be 
the gift of God, this water has another dimension to it. 

The rock at Meribah also had a different dimension to it. It gave 
water, a life-giving drink to the Hebrews who had feared dying because 
they had not been able to find water. Paul, in CORINTHIANS Io, 
describes this rock at Meribah as Christ. 

What does it mean to drink of living water? I believe it means to 
taste what it is to live under the rule of God. We remain human, planted 
on earth, becoming thirsty and hungry. But we are given a new vision; 
we experience our lives ina new dimension. The people we are fond of 
and we love, the things we like doing, the places we go, are in some tan- 
gible way different, added to, increased in a subtle, but vibrant way. 

An old poem by Francis Thompson says: 


“The angels keep their ancient places 

Turn but a stone and start a wing! - 
"Tis you, tis your estrangéd faces, 

That miss the many splendored thing.” 
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Or in lines by Walt Whitman: 


“Why should I wish to see God 

better than this day. 

I see something of God each hour 

of the 24 and each moment then 

In the faces of men and women, 

I see God and in my own face in the glass, 

I find letters from God dropped in the street, 
and every one is signed by God’s name 

And I leave them where they are for 

I know that wherever I go 

Others will punctually come forever and ever.” 


We are told by many, many poets, writers, mystics of all ages and 
cultures that all of us are exactly where we need to be in life, and at any 
moment we can choose to experience this other dimension. Nikos 
Kazantzakis put it this way: 


“You have your paint brushes and 
colors. Paint paradise, and in you go.” 


We are told in so many ways that ordinary reality is in fact rich and 
many-stranded. To see its ineffable facets among the homely details 
requires an experience of deepening and illumination. 

One last bit of poetry by the graceful Gerard Manley Hopkins: 


“The word is charged with the grandeur of God 
There lives the dearest freshness of deep down 
things 

Because the holy ghost over the bent 

World broods with warm heart and with able 
bright wings.” 


The question arises, how on earth can we initiate active correspon- 
dence with this wider, richer world, a more real order than that in 
which we suppose ourselves to dwell? How do we move to accomplish 
this good which has been poignantly described by Augustine “to 
restore to health the eye of God in us whereby God may be seen?” 
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Living water is everywhere, it is offered to us at all times, and wher- 
ever we may be. We don’t meet God in heaven. We meet God here 
every minute of our lives and we do not recognize God. Unless we are 
in heaven here, chances are, we won’t be in heaven over there. I believe 
we have an urgent need to cut through the cultural consensual trance 
all around us that tells us life is empty without a lot of extras like 
money, vacations, VCRs, BMWs, and such. Luckily, there is a spiritual 
methodology of how to wake up to the dimension in which the ordi- 
nary is more than enough. 

One important means to waking up is the spiritual practice of 
patience. Did you expect a spiritual practice that is more exciting? I 
learned about patience from a book called Companion by Henry 
Nouwen. A lot of people associate patience with passivity or power- 
lessness. As children, when we were told to be patient, it often meant 
that we were to stay in a subservient place until someone of power 
decided to move again. It often meant waiting — until our mothers got 
off the phone, until Dad got home from work, until Christmas came. 
It could seem that patience is an oppressive word used by the power- 
ful to get the powerless under control. 

But true patience is the opposite of a passive waiting in which we 
let things happen and allow others to make decisions. Patience means 
to enter actively into the thick of life and to fully bear the suffering 
within and around us. Patience involves the capacity to taste, smell, 
touch, hear and see as fully as possible the inner and outer events of our 
lives; to enter our lives with open ears, eyes and hands so that we really 
know what is going on. 

The root of the word patience is in the Latin word pati, which 
means suffering. So, to be patient requires a great deal of courage. 
When a sensitive subject comes up, when a painful memory occurs, 
instead of changing the subject or fleeing the memory, patience helps 
us go against the grain of our impulse of fight or flight and helps us to 
stay with the memory, to suffer the pain, to listen carefully to what pre- 
sents itself, to live it through. 

The Greek word for patience is hypomene, which needs many Eng- 
lish words to translate it — endurance, fortitude, perseverance and 
patience. When Jesus speaks about patience, he describes it as the dis- 
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cipline by which God’s life-giving presence becomes manifest. Patience 
is the quality of those who are the rich soil in which the seed can pro- 
duce its crop one hundredfold. 

Patience opens us to the “something more” dimension of time. 
Now when we are impatient, we experience the present moment as use- 
less, as meaningless. “I wish she would show up soon;” “I wish this 
meditation would get over soon;” “How much longer until we get 
there?” Impatience makes us live by clock time —I want to hurry up 
and get my degree, get married, get the new job — maybe then I’ll find 
the meaning of life and be happy. 

In contrast, during patient moments, we feel the present moment as 
full, rich, meaningful. Somehow we know that in this moment — all is 
contained — the searching and the finding, the sorrow and the joy, the 
expectation and the realization. Our present moment may not be nec- 
essarily happy but in this present moment, we feel real life has touched 
us. 

My father was a brilliant, successful man. He had a photographic 
memory. When he succumbed to Alzheimer’s, I could barely stand it. 
That beautiful mind lost. I wished he had died of a heart attack. I would 
not have believed that one day I could say that those moments, sitting 
beside him in the nursing home, when bright repartee was no longer 
possible, those moments are among the most precious I ever had with 
him. Our minds were quiet. Our spirits communed. 

Patience is openness to other people, to the sick, the dying. One 
moment of really being together can remove the bitterness of a lifetime. 

When we live as patient people, we live leisurely. We take things one 
by one. We single things out for grateful celebration. During patient 
moments, we stop, for once, using and manipulating the world for 
what our ego wants. We simply savor it, and right away, persons and 
situations begin to reveal a mysterious depth of meaning, unsuspected, 
a little bewildering, but fascinating. It is not difficult to recognize 
patient people. In their presence something deep happens to us. 

We especially need patience if we are striving to hear God’s call in 
all the voices of our lives. Simone Weil said that waiting patiently 1s the 
foundation of spiritual life. The fullness of one’s soul evolves slowly. 
When we learn to wait, we experience where we are to be, what is truly 
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substantial and precious in life. 

One of the reasons waiting is so difficult is that waiting is counter- 
cultural. The canons of Western consumer culture encourage us to 
expect instant gratification. Do you have an ache? Take a pill to get rid 
of it. Don’t wait to think about why the ache is coming to you at this 
time. According to TV commercials, life at its best consists of an end- 
less series of climactic moments. These acquisitive, ecstatic scenarios 
condition us to expect life’s ideal rhythm to consist of moments of 
transport, devoid of disciplines (especially one as ordinary as being 
patient). 

But excellent guides for the soul, such as Thomas Merton, are the 
voices to whom to listen. Listen to Merton’s words: 


“Be attentive to the times of the day; when birds sing and the 
deer come out of the morning fog and the sun comes up. The 
reason why we don’t take the time [to do this] is a feeling that we 
have to keep moving. This is a real sickness. We live in the full- 
ness of time. Every moment is God’s own good time. God’s 
Kairos. The whole thing boils down to giving ourselves ... a 
chance to realize that we have what we seek. We don’t have to 
rush after it. It was there all the time, and if we give it time, it will 
make itself known to us.” 


And don’t forget that while we are patiently seeking God, God is 
patiently seeking us. 


Chapel Meditation 


Racism 


Genesis 21:8-21; Psalm 86 


JUNE 205-7993 


be A LONG TIME I HAVE FELT an aching feeling that I wanted to 
give a meditation on racism. What a daunting topic. What could I 
say that would be worthwhile or possibly provide any new insight or 
ray of hope? My forbears will not let me alone on this awesome sub- 
ject. My great grandfather, Henry Swift deForest, a Congregational 
minister, founded the first liberal arts college for blacks in Talladega, 
Alabama, in 1869. I have editorials from the Richmond Times excori- 
ating him and urging that he be expelled from society. 

In the 60’s I was a staunch member of the NAACP on my college 
campus although I was not daring enough to be a Freedom Rider. I 
tutored ghetto kids, and I helped found the Southern Student Exchange 
where Smith students visited colleges in the South and invited their 
host students back. I recall vividly one girl who visited Smith from 
Converse College in Spartanburg, South Carolina. She expressed feel- 
ing how moving it was for her to meet, for the first time, black women 
who were not servants. 

[have a lot of head knowledge about racism. I always read any arti- 
cle in the paper about it. The Star Tribune has just concluded another 
series on the rampant racism in our state. 

Headline, June 26, 1993: Blacks Feel the Impact of Minnesota’s 
Crime Crackdown. Quote: “An embarrassing secret about the role of 
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racism in Minnesota’s criminal justice system is beginning to come to 
light. Academic and government experts who follow the matters 
closely have been aware for years that Minnesota’s imprisonment ratio 
between blacks and whites (roughly 20:1) is more gaping in what is per- 
ceived to be a liberal state, than anywhere else. Hardly anyone else 
seems to have known this is the case” Excuse me? Dear Mr. Editor: ’m 
quite sure that the black people of Minnesota have known that this is 
the case. 

We could hear sad and sickening statistics for hours —for days, actu- 
ally. Black teenagers get arrested 25 times more often than whites. 

Despite numerous Civil Rights Acts, despite Brown vs. the Board of 
Education, racism continues even on an institutionalized basis. African- 
Americans are systematically excluded from activities and functions 
that are considered to be important to the maintenance of society, the 
economy, education, health and the administration of justice. 

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights concluded that discriminat- 
ing mortgage lending practices have restricted the home ownership 
opportunities of middle income minorities, thereby subjecting them 
more often to higher housing costs and inferior housing, thereby deny- 
ing them a principal means of saving and accumulating wealth. 

The earnings of black males of comparable training and education 
is slightly more than half that of white males; they are twice as likely to 
be unemployed. 

Even when a black is successful economically, listen to what hap- 
pens: A psychologist says, “Middle class or not, I get watched when I 
walk into a department store, and I still have to cash my check at a bank 
that knows me.” A school teacher says: “My physician is white, and 
you should see the stares I get when I’m in his waiting room. The 
whites act like I’m going to clean the place when they leave. They think 
all blacks go to clinics.” If asked, how many of you would describe flesh 
color as a shade of pinkish beige? How many of us use the term minori- 
ties to describe the majority of the world’s people? I could go on and 
on. I know a lot about racism as you can tell. But this year, a most won- 
drous occurrence happened to me. I acquired a new best friend. That’s 
such a marvel when you’re in your late 4o’s and you’re not expecting 
it. My friend is African-American, so this year I have come to feel the 
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meaning of racism — it has become more heart rather than head knowl- 
edge. My friend has taught me about cultural insensitivity. I learned 
firsthand that the Eurocentric approach to history omits the facts about 
African history. The accomplishments of African-American people do 
not begin in slavery in America — as admirable as are Frederick Dou- 
glas and Sojourner Truth. The accomplishments begin in Africa with 
the development of the first tools, the discovery of psychology, medi- 
cine and on, and on. Why is Hippocrates taught to be the father of 
medicine and not Imhotep who preceded him by centuries? Why do 
we start the history of math in Greece — almost 2,000 years after the 
beginning of Egyptian math? 

How dare our schools squeeze all of African—American history into 
one month? Not giving African-American people credit for their con- 
tributions to humankind is no longer acceptable. How can we expect 
African-American children to have positive self-esteem if they are not 
taught that their people have made significant contributions to the 
development of humanity — not just in song, dancing, and sports. 
Teachers must have a basic understanding of the history and culture of 
people of color. The particulars of slavery in this country must never 
be sloughed over, including horrors such as these: names were taken 
away, death was often the penalty for practicing African culture, read- 
ing and writing were forbidden. Working from sun up to sun down for 
no wages, the sacrifices of African-Americans enabled the U.S. to 
become a great industrial nation and these sacrifices are not applauded! 
My friend gave me a book called The Conspiracy to Destroy Black 
Boys, by Jawanza Kunjufu. Black boys enter kindergarten with shin- 
ing eyes, great spirit and exuberance. By fourth grade, their eyes are 
dull and veiled. What has happened? Kunjufu writes about the lack of 
teachers of colors — especially male — and a racist, irrelevant curricu- 
lum. In my son’s school, black boys are sent to the quiet room in mas- 
sive disproportion. Why? As my friend explains, black maleness is 
rejected in the traditional classroom. For example when black male 
children volley verbally in an aggressive manner, teachers who don’t 
understand the cultural interpretation, perceive their behavior as fight- 
ing, when actually they are performing a verbal ritual that relieves their 
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102 C*S Gifts of the Spirit 


As Kunjufu explains; the difference between white and black per- 
spectives on whether an angry dispute can be contained at the verbal 
level derives from their different degrees of confidence in their ability 
to manage hostile and intense confrontations without losing self-con- 
trol. 

The confidence of blacks in their ability to manage anger is due to 
the greater freedom of assertion and expression that also develops their 
ability to manage higher levels of heat without becoming over- 
whelmed. Just observe the behavior of white and black basketball 
coaches. White coaches often find themselves less able to manage the 
high levels of heat and emotion that the tension of close games invari- 
ably produces. 

I could talk for hours about all I am learning from my friend. I 
learned about what it means for her to be my friend — in an essay she 
sent me written by RoAnne Elliot, a black woman, about the parental 
conditioning she had had to overcome to marry a white man. Her 
mother had taught her the following: “Keep your distance, be sociable 
and friendly, but don’t get caught up in what only feels like real friend- 
ship. Don’t lose yourself in closeness with them. Don’t start thinking 
that you’re one of them because they are certainly not thinking that 
way about you. The gravest danger of intimacy with them 1s that if you 
fall under their spell, begin to believe in them, you might also start to 
believe in their perception of you. And even the kindest of them think 
of you somehow less than themselves ... they are capable of hurting 
you without even knowing, because white supremacy is such an 
ingrained element of their make-up.” 

So my friend and I are ina relationship of opportunity and wonder. 
Challenging for me because it’s so hard to find wonderful things to give 
her for special occasions. Angels are white in this country, most poster 
stores have a couple of posters showing African-Americans, out of 
hundreds of posters. I have to go to many stores before I can find greet- 
ing cards for her kids. I had to search the library to find books featur- 
ing black children when her son was sick. One of my favorite activities 
is to have her four-year-old son tell me stories.“This little piggy went 
to the market and he boogied, boogied, boogied all the way home.” 
And the one about Ebony Locks, not Goldie Locks. 
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All of us are members of a huge, intersocial, multicultural family. 
Each of us must get unstuck and move forward to a place where barri- 
ers to cross-cultural understanding and meaningful, respectful com- 
munication happen as a matter of course. As RoAnne Elliot says, “We 
have to be brave, take risks, break tradition and make new connections.” 

Most of us grew up in all white, middle class communities. We come 
to adulthood with good Christian beliefs that we should all get along — 
that racism is wrong. But what we did not have is meaningful experience 
with people whose lives and cultural identities are different from ours. 

So what can we really do? My wish is that by Father’s Day 1994, 
each of you will have joined a new group; begun some new venture in 
which you will find a new friend who is quite different from you. 
Maybe we could urge Plymouth to form a partnership with a black 
church as many other churches now have through the Greater Min- 
neapolis Council of Churches. 

One thing you could do now — today — after church, when you pass 
an African-American on the street, look into his eyes or her eyes and 
then smile. You wouldn’t believe what a gorgeous smile you'll get back. 
One thing you could do this summer is read books by black authors — 
Beloved by Toni Morrison; Good Night Willie Lee, I'll See You in the 
Morning by Alice Walker; Black Boy by Richard Wright; Their Eyes 
Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston. 

Getting to know the African-American Community will reveal to 
you people who are so warm, so cherishing — who feel kinship with 
every other African-American. When I took my black godson to 
Washington D.C., over and over I watched in amazement as he 
approached black men who were absolutely unknown to him, asked a 
question about what he was seeing, and they responded as though he 
were a favorite nephew. 

As the Psalmist said, God has shown people who experienced slav- 
ery God’s favor — despite all the apparent circumstances. Listen to 
Maya Angelou talk about her spirituality: 


Our ability to have and to live on faith brought us through con- 
ditions more horrific than we can even imagine. Whenever I get 
out of touch with my power, I think of our people in their 
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chains, not being able to move one inch without the license of 
someone who purportedly owned them. And I think of the song 
these same people wrote — “If the Lord wants somebody, here I 
am.” My God, what a people. I am overwhelmed by the grace 
and persistence of my people. 


Grace has to do with one’s deliberate chosen way of being in this 
world. Being a host to grace provides one with gentility and gen- 
erosity, a spirit of forgiveness and humor. The minute you host 
grace, you speak slower because you want to be understood. 
You speak more softly because you don’t want to jar; your ges- 
tures are larger, more open, more generous. You’re less afraid 
because the external threat does not reach you quite so directly. 
Other people’s ideas of you become much, much less important, 
and you literally do become more beautiful. 


Maya says: “Spirit fills me and it never leaves me. Now mind you, 
I may be silly enough to leave it for a while, but it never truly leaves 
me. All I or any of us need ever do is call.” Amen. 


Chapel Meditation 


Honey in the Rock 


Numbers 27:12-23; Psalm 81; Matthew 21:33-43 


OCTOBER 3, 1993 


HIS MORNING’S BIBLE READINGS tell us several things about 

God. When you're relating to God, be ready for surprises — big 
time surprises. After all that Moses went through leading the Israelites 
out of Egypt and through the wilderness, Moses will not, in fact, be the 
one to lead Israelites into the promised land. Instead it will be Joshua. 
NuMBERS 27:21-23 

In Matthew we read; The stone that the builders rejected has become 
the cornerstone. MATTHEW 21:3 3-43 This is amazing in our eyes. 

But the part about God that simply will not let me alone is from 
Psavm 81 —the lines that read —/f you will listen to me, I will give you 
honey from the rock. Honey from the rock. 

My son Nicholas consistently gives me honey from the rock. The 
rock may be me having to go to the grocery store for the third time in 
as many days. “We’re out of juice,” I say. “What kind of juice do you 
want me to get, Nick?” Nick says: “I love any kind you get me, Mom.” 
I leave the house humming, determined to get him many kinds of juice. 
Honey from the rock. 

So what could you imagine would be the most amazing sweet 
honey from the hardest of rocks? For me I would have to say that peace 
— deep, abiding inner peace is incredibly sweet honey. My peace I give 
unto you, said Jesus — not as the world knows it. True peace can never 
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come from the world. Peace does not dwell in outward things. With 
true peace one can be preserved even in the midst of bitterness and pain. 
When we have that peace, we are not insensible to what is disagreeable 
or sorrowful, but we can bear with what’s happening. 

The way to this kind of peace can lie only through submission, 
through non-resistance, through surrender, through asking that “Thy 
will be done” and meaning it with every cell in our being. With this path, 
we look upon everything as in the hands of God and as real blessings. 

I’m sure most every one here would agree that this kind of surren- 
der is extremely hard to accomplish. This kind of letting go requires 
that we give up any idea that life must be what we desire and what we 
expect. What we’re really talking about is the death of the ego. The life 
of surrender is the opposite of domination by the ego. Instead one has 
to give oneself trustingly to whatever comes — that can mean a busy 
signal on the phone; a traffic jam and even listening to words that may 
be difficult to hear. 

Letting go also means abandoning any attitude that leads us to 
believe that things depend upon our doing. What can I do about this? 
I must solve this problem! It can be extremely frustrating and painful 
to give over being the one in charge. We’re actually talking about a kind 
of annihilation. But it is only to the extent that we expose ourselves 
over and over to this annihilation of our ego that this new peaceful way 
of being can arise. On this path of non-resistance and surrender to 
God, we are drawn into a never-ending (painful and rewarding) process 
of transformation. 

But what if we are enjoying our lives, now why would we want to 
give up our ordinary way of thinking and doing things. The reason is, 
we will reap the most unbelievable blessing that could ever be —a bless- 
ing so immense that it 1s difficult to put into words. As we give up the 
conviction that “I must do it all myself,” as we begin to surrender, we 
begin to have the subtle feeling that we have been replaced, without the 
connotation of having been deposed. It is as if the guidance of our life 
has passed over to an invisible center. Receive ye the Holy Ghost; the 
idea is that of invasion. As we repeatedly will ourselves to perform that 
painful test of letting go (which often seems to happen only when we 
are at the end of our rope) we come to see that we do not fall into noth- 
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ingness. On the contrary! We find that we are upheld by a state of mind 
which frees us from relying solely on ourselves and on our rational 
mind, and helps us to participate in Divine Being. 

Meister Eckhart calls it our divine seed. He writes, “There is some- 
thing in the soul that is only God.” God calls us to tend this part that 
lies seeded in the soul. 

Hear the marvelous way Thomas Merton describes it: 


“The great problem is this inner change. We all have the great 
duty to realize the deep need ... to possess in us the Holy Spirit, 
to be possessed by this. This takes precedence over everything 
else. If the Spirit lives and works in us then our activity will be 
true. The message of hope the contemplative offers you, then 
brothers and sisters, is not that you need to find your way 
through the jungle of language and problems that ... surround 
God but that whether you understand or not ... God is present 
in you, lives in you, dwells in you and offers you an under- 
standing and light which are like nothing you ever found in 
books or heard in sermons.” 


How many people believe this? Do you believe this? the English 
theologian J.B. Phillips wrote, “I have a feeling that many people do 
not really believe that God Himself, the Father to whom they pray, 
actually operates within their personalities. It is as if they visualize 
themselves as lonely pilgrims to whom God undoubtedly vouchsafes 
His help in time of need but do not see themselves ... not merely 
receiving occasional help from God but continually indwelt by the 
living Spirit of God.” 

To catch a glimpse of this gives one incredible peace, the sweetest 
honey from the rock. And besides peace, we find delight. When we 
know that it is God that maintains us on the path we walk, we discover 
that little miracles follow us everywhere. The day when we’re over- 
booked, two people call to cancel their appointments with us. The 
person we kept forgetting to call, the one we have to speak to before 
Friday, calls us. Life begins to have an ineffable charm. We live ina state 
of expectancy — there is only one thing to live for. When you live sur- 
rendered to God, negative things do not touch you as they used to. One 
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is able to cover the monthly bills with one’s husband without a feeling 
of anxiety and dread. You don’t need sympathy. You can pour out all 
the time without being totally spent. After all, whether you are 
exhausted or not depends on where you get your supplies. 

As a very wonderful spiritual director who lived in 17th century 
France, Francois Fenelon wrote, “Those who are wholly God’s are 
happy. They know by experience that the yoke of God is easy and light, 
and we find God’s rest for our souls.” This rest comes from knowing 
that whatever happens to us is our daily bread, provided we receive all 
as from God’s hand and for the support of our soul.” 

I once read a story that I think illustrates what I’ve been talking 
about this morning. This is a Hindu fable about a motherless tiger cub 
that is adopted by goats. The goats naturally taught the cub to eat grass, 
feast and live the life of a goat. So the tiger cub followed their ways and 
came to believe she was a goat herself. All was going well until one day 
a great tiger came along. All the goats scattered in fear but the young 
tiger did not experience this instinct to run, so she alone was left to face 
him. The great tiger asked the cub what she meant by such a masquer- 
ade, acting as if she were a goat. The young tiger had no response but 
to nibble some grass nervously. 

So the great tiger carried the cub to a nearby pool where he made her 
look at their two reflections side by side. 

When the cub just stood there, very surprised and still, the great 
tiger offered her her first piece of meat. At first the cub recoiled from 
the unfamiliar taste of it, but then as she ate more and began to feel it 
warming her blood, the truth became clear to her. The young tiger 
finally raised her head high, and the animals of the jungle turned at the 
sound of her exultant roar. 

All too often, too many of us see ourselves as goats. We fail to see 
within ourselves the presence, beauty and compassionate activity of 
God. Some have even defined this to be what original sin is: that one is 
not aware of one’s true identity. In fact, the transformative activity of 
God 1s offered to us all the time, wherever we are. God’s activity runs 
through the universe. It wells up and around and_penetrates every being. 

And when we know this, we have indeed the honey in the rock. So, 
I believe that abandonment to God is of greater value then personal 
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holiness. When we are abandoned to God, God can then work through 
us. God’s activity shines through our deeds even in the mundane acts 
of our daily round. The Sufi poet Rumi wrote of this shining: 


“Days are sieves to filter spirit, reveal impurities and too, share 
the light of some who throw their shining into the universe.” 


I pray you recognize the tiger in you and you too throw your shin- 
ing into our world. 


Chapel Meditation 


Paradox and Blessing 


Matthew 25 :1-13 


NOVEMBER 7, 1993 


H MY: THE STORY OF THE FIVE WISE BRIDESMAIDS and the 

five foolish bridesmaids. Now why exactly wouldn’t the wise 
bridesmaids share their oil with the poor unwise bridesmaids who 
hadn’t had the perspicacity to have laid ina supply of oil, just on the off 
chance that the bridegroom might show up unexpectedly? 

These wise bridesmaids have always seemed self-righteous to me 
and not really Christian. Didn’t they know we are supposed to share, 
to be cheerful givers? And yet, it is Jesus who is telling this tale. Oh 
well, this is another one of those New Testament contradictions. There 
are many more — e.g. whoever finds her life will lose it. Of course, con- 
tradictions abound in many places in our lives. One of my favorite 
songs says if you give love away, you will end up having more. 

A contradiction, says the Oxford English Dictionary, is “a statement 
containing elements logically at variance with one another.” When I 
think about contradictions I feel ill at ease, out of sorts. Parker Palmer, 
the Quaker contemplative, leads me out of my dissatisfactory state 
when he moves me beyond contradictions to paradox. 

In his book, Promise of Paradox, Palmer defines paradox to be “a 
statement which seems self-contradictory but on investigation may 
prove to be essentially true.” 
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Paradoxes simply abound in our Bible, our sacred text. The non- 
sharing bridesmaids are not punished for their stinginess; in fact, they 
get the bridegroom! The son who wastes his inheritance is given the 
fatted calf. Mary, who doesn’t help her sister, Martha, has the better 
part. 

And I believe in the texts of our lives (certainly in mine) paradoxes 
also abound. Thinking of the text of my life as a tapestry (and interest- 
ingly enough, the word text comes from the Latin word for “to weave” 
—as in “textile”), the events that seem like huge black knots that have 
messed up the smoother, colorful tapestry of my life — when it is given 
to me to turn the tapestry over — I see that the black has provided the 
most beautiful focal points or highlights, without which my life, 
though pretty, would be without depth and meaning. 

I’m sure we can all think of examples of paradox that are moving 
and full of deep truth. In The Diary of a Country Priest by George 
Bernanos, the reader is profoundly touched by the young, awkward 
country priest who appears to be so ineffectual and certainly a failure 
in the eyes of the clerical hierarchy but yet is in fact a heroic, albeit 
simple, carrier of God’s grace. 

The paradoxes in my life can be characterized by this theme. 
Sought-for achievements provide happiness that does not last; true 
blessings come unbidden. I believe this is true for many of us. What we 
seek consciously and with great effort — like good grades, academic 
degrees, economic success — these achievements often do not nourish 
us in lasting ways. Ask any famous author, “I loved your book. Are 
you working ona new one?” Ask any film celebrity, “Congratulations 
on your Academy Award. When is your next movie coming out?” 

So where are the lasting blessings? Ironically — in our own worst 
fears. One of my worst fears was giving birth to a retarded child. As a 
social worker, I could face any problem that could be solved — unem- 
ployment, child abuse, chemical dependency. But retardation was a 
condition, not a problem. It was not solvable. 

Along came my son, Nicholas, with Down’s Syndrome. Fourteen 
years later there is no doubt, the one for whom the world extends me 
pity is one of my greatest joys. Every day he tells me “You are the 
cutest mother in the whole world.” 
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Nick lives by letting "his heart decide — and that kind of example is 
heavenly, is a Godsend, for me. 

My second worst fear was contracting a fatal disease. And once 
again, amazingly enough, having melanoma cancer (which is in remis- 
sion, thank God) is the best thing that has ever happened to me. I could 
go on for hours as to how it has changed my life. As the J Ching says, 
“Unsought change is the mysterious bearer of true liberty.” I have come 
to believe that the thought of death is the best rule we can make for all 
our actions and undertakings. 

Almost every night, I say to myself, “would this have been a good 
day to die? Did I say what I wanted to? Did I refrain from saying 
unnecessary words — trivial words, cruel words?” So many events are 
lit with wonder because I feel so poignantly the miracle that I am here 
to witness them. I couldn’t stop crying the day my daughter passed her 
driver’s license test, so glad I was here to see that. 

When I was told I had cancer, the first thing I did was quit my job. 
[had known for some time that it was not the right job for me, but out 
of misguided loyalty and probably cowardice and procrastination, I 
had kept delaying my action to take steps to leave. 

When you’re told you have a fatal disease, it’s as if a screen is placed 
over your life. Your body tells you what places and with whom it is 
spiritually draining to be. All the good advice I’ve handed out to others, 
I was finally able to take myself — get adequate rest and sleep. Eat nutri- 
tiously. Stop drinking alcohol and coffee. Take time for leisure and play. 
Take bubble baths instead of showers. Fool around. Hang out with my 
kids. 

A book called In the Face of Death by Peter Noll, a Swiss lawyer 
who kept a journal as he battled cancer, has named much of what has 
happened for me. I’m asking the question, what should I cultivate 
more, what would be more meaningful? I’ve stopped being so booked 
up, letting myself be coaxed into doing things. I book myself into my 
schedule. I set aside time for quiet and solitude; I spend time contem- 
plating experiences — not just having them. 

Many things have become easier. I am much less concerned with 
other people — with my impact on them and with what they think of 
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me. It has become much easier to tolerate things that made me impa- 
tient before. In traffic, I let people in. Yet I am stronger in many situa- 
tions where I may have been too pliant and adaptable before. I almost 
never watch TV; I read more — and skip quickly over pages where the 
author has said empty words. As Noll said, “The most important thing 
is to fill each moment with meaningful and substantive content.” What 
I want 1s true involvement, authenticity, intimacy. 

So, Pve become more selective about almost every undertaking. My 
awareness of death has changed my concept of time. Time is so valu- 
able — perhaps more valuable than anything else. 

Some of what I do with my time might seem to be a light activity; 
for instance, I notice birds. I have spent most of my life not being aware 
of birds. Now I stop and watch them, even when I’m in the car. They 
seem to sense my respect for them and they don’t immediately fly 
away. 

My pace has slowed way down. And that’s great. Many mystics 
have written that rush is a sin. I notice every day kindnesses that 
happen all around me. I wake up feeling friendly toward the world. The 
judge in me has sat down. I get along with imperfection much more 
easily. I don’t even brutalize myself with self-condemnation as much 
any more. 

In fact, a wondrous silent inner witness has emerged that discerns 
and undoes the compulsion and bondages to prescribed response that 
ruled me for so many years. I could go on and on. 

The bottom line is that I know that the awareness of death is incred- 
ibly important for my ability to appreciate life. 

I certainly hope you don’t contract a fatal disease (if you haven’t 
already), but I do wish for you the opportunity to reflect on the para- 
doxes in your life. Have you experienced God’s grace as a glorious 
upsetting of the balance, a turning, in which from out of the shadow 
comes light, in which joy overtakes sorrow without extinguishing it? 
If you know how the paradoxes in your life have served you (and as 
Meister Eckhart wrote, “Suffering is the swiftest street to enlighten- 
ment.”), then I know you will appreciate a poem I love called Wild 
Geese, by Mary Oliver. 
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“You do not have to be good 

You do not have to walk on your knees 

for a hundred miles through the desert, 
repenting, you only have to feel the soft animal of 
your body love what it loves. 

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will 

tell you mine. 

Meanwhile the world goes on. 

Meanwhile the sun and the clear 

pebbles of the rain 

are moving across the landscapes 

over the prairies and deep trees, 

the mountains and rivers. 

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air 
are heading home again 

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely 
The world offers itself to your imagination 
Calls to you like the wild geese, 

harsh and exciting 

over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things.” 


Chapel Meditation 


Shadow Work 


Exodus 20:1-17; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 


MARCH 6, 1994 


HE TEN COMMANDMENTS, or as some scholars would say, the 

Mosaic Decalogue, are the laws for us in the Judeo-Christian 
community which tell us what our ethics should be regarding the rela- 
tionships between individuals. Bible literalists would say these laws 
were dictated to Moses by God. More liberal religious thinkers would 
argue that the Decalogue had evolved in the minds of a community 
over many years. 

But what about the ethics regarding an individual’s relationship to 
her or his community? A contemporary thinking community of trans- 
personal psychologists and theologians (individuals such as Carl Jung, 
Abraham Maslow, Matthew Fox, Thomas Moore, June Singer and 
many others), have written fascinating books on how the way we relate 
to society is connected directly to how we relate to ourselves. This pos- 
sibility raises a shining ray of hope in a world of overwhelming social 
ills where we hear daily of horrifying personal violence, self-interested 
and greedy corporations, deteriorating cities, under-funded schools, 
hungry children, teenage pregnancy, homelessness, pollution, holes in 
the ozone, and on and on. 

What Carl Jung taught in the 30’s, which is now given widespread 
currency by diverse thinkers, is that it is our collective shadow that 
causes us to act with such indifference, callousness and outright hatred 
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in society. We project onto other groups of people qualities and attrib- 
utes about ourselves that we don’t want to acknowledge are true about 
ourselves. This concept provides an explanation for anti-Semitism, 
racism, sexism, classism, etc. 

For a soap-box social worker type like myself, who has felt driven 
to try to cleanse all corners of social ills that I encounter, this has come 
as mighty good news. Instead of taking on all the social classes I ever 
came across, I could open to the process of acknowledging and owning 
the shadow side of me. 

Cleanse me from hidden faults, pray the Psalmists to God. To do 
shadow work, we need to invite God to help several of our hidden 
faults, because they are so impossible for us to discover and admit to 
consciously. They lie in our unconscious, these aspects of ourselves that 
our idealized ego-self will not acknowledge. 

Ina marvelous book called Meeting the Shadow edited by Jeremiah 
Abrams, the process of how shadow evolves is explained. The shadow 
forms alongside of the ego, our conscious self. What does not fit the 
ego ideal becomes the shadow. So we cannot be whole until the shadow, 
which holds the elements of our personality that have not been admit- 
ted to consciousness, is integrated. This discussion may seem more 
psychological than theological to you, but let’s not forget that the root 
meaning of Salvation is wholeness. 

It’s crucial to keep in mind that our shadow is not just our “lower 
self.” In fact, Jung believed the shadow to be ninety percent gold. What 
we have ended up repressing are parts of ourselves that our families of 
origin and early environment required us to repress. In a cruel family, 
it could have been kindness; in a secretive family system, it could have 
been openness. 

We came into the world as infants “trailing clouds of glory;” we 
offered our parents, our teachers, energy, radiance, creativity. They 
didn’t want this. They wanted “a nice boy,” “a good girl.” They were 
not being wicked, they were simply acting out of their own needs, and 
in order to survive, we stuffed a lot into a bag. 

It’s usually at midlife that the bag starts to send out SOS signs that 
it needs unpacking. If we don’t heed the shadow’s call, we will remain 


unaware of many of our true treasures. Much psychic energy is trapped 


Experiencing Godin Our Lives 24 11 7 


holding down our defenses, and the shadow can become pathological 
because when we assume that we do not have it, then it has us. We are 
very capable of drowning out the call of shadow with overwork, over- 
activity, Over-extroversion, consumerism, alcohol and other ways of 
numbing ourselves. | 

If we find the courage to heed the call, intuiting that our lives may 
change directions radically, we begin the lifelong process of the care of 
the soul. To do this, we must go into the dark night. It is confusing. It 
is awful. It often leads to despair. It takes a great amount of courage to 
do shadow work. 

Meeting the shadow calls for allowing ourselves to be alone, be 
silent, be unproductive, feel depressed, slow our pace, listen to what our 
body is telling us and not first get our doctor to subdue our symptoms. 

Shadow work is predicated on a confessional act. It feels so shame- 
ful to admit that we are what we have hated in other people, to concede 
that there are parts of us that we consider alien. We must come to the 
point of admitting that these parts, as horrible as they are, are still our- 
selves. 

This acceptance has unbelievable power. The Almighty, with Her 
characteristic humor, did not allow me to prepare this talk on a theo- 
retical basis. God clearly wanted me to do a little personal testifying 
about the shadow. 

A part of my idealized ego tells me that I am a reliable person, one 
hundred percent. Conscientious. That Nancy — you can always count 
on her. Burn the midnight oil. Stay up until you get it done. Hand it in 
on time even if you have to do the laundry at midnight. Such a good 
person! Since I have not wanted to admit to the lazy, inefficient, screw- 
off part of me, my shadow has been calling to me pretty persistently. 
Yesterday, it hollered. My 16-year-old daughter was due back after a 
week in Washington, D.C. with a group from her high school. I 
deduced she had had a wonderful week by the scarcity of phone calls 
we received. 

Due to a comedy (from my point of view a tragedy) of errors (most 
of them my fault, some not), I ended up arriving late, meeting the 
wrong plane, spending two hours paging her, driving home and back 
again, and in general feeling panicked and in tremendous turmoil that 
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Thad let my daughter down. She would think I didn’t consider her the 
most important person in my life that morning. Painful memories of 
times when my mother hadn’t picked me up flooded me. 

I finally returned home feeling completely inadequate, incompetent 
and publicly shamed. Sasha was there to greet me, drying tears and 
telling me lightly and casually, “Oh, I just figured something had come 
up, so I got a ride with my friends.” 

She wasn’t going to cross me off as a decent mother. I moved a little 
more into the difficult process of embracing opposites — yes, I can be 
conscientious and can also be unreliable. I know this is a healthier mode 
rather than overvaluing and overdeveloping just one side of the psyche. 
This acceptance of oneself is so crucial. Jung wrote about this very 
movingly. 


“That I feed the hungry, that I forgive an insult, that I love my 
enemy in the name of Christ — all these are undoubtedly great 
virtues. What I do unto the least of my brethren, that I do unto 
Christ. But what if I should discover that the least among them 
all, the poorest of all the beggars, the most impudent of all 
offenders, the very enemy himself — that these are within myself, 
and that I myself stand in the need of the alms of my own kind- 
ness, that I myself am the enemy who must be loved — what 
then?” 


Many spiritual writers have told us that social justice and peace will 
not come through people who have rendered themselves saints, but by 
people who have humbly accepted their conditions as sinners. St. 
Theresa of Lisieux wrote, “If you are willing to serenely bear the trial 
of being displeasing to yourself, then you will be for Jesus a pleasant 
shelter.” 

Like Beauty embracing the Beast, our beauty is lessened as our 
beastliness is honored. What an irony that garbage is the best fertilizer. 
To witness the disintegration of the ego’s drive toward perfection is dif- 
ficult. To acknowledge the venality in ourselves is painful. What we are 
doing is undergoing the death of our false selves. 

Yet in undergoing this crucifixion, we find wonderful resurrection. 
We are able to be with others and their shadows in a new way. By with- 
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drawing our projection, we are participating in healing the world. 
Rather than becoming dismayed and overwhelmed by the badness we 
see in the world, we can start to notice that the bad quality we attribute 
to others is what we need to be struggling with within ourselves. The 
only place you can really affect the collective shadow is doing your 
own work on yourself. 

So I invite you to dive into the abyss. This is not the wisdom of the 
world. Our TV commercials do not tell us to do this. They tell us to 
stay cool, stay in control, get it together, but as Scripture tells us, God 
makes foolish the wisdom of the world. \t is at the bottom of the abyss 
that we hear the voice of salvation. At the darkest moment comes the 
light, the transforming message. “I love you, Mom, evenif you didn’t 
pick me up at the airport.” 

Shadow work opens our hearts and allows us to accept and love the 
other, including that piece of humanity’s imperfection that he or she 
carries. 

Listen to the words of Rainer Maria Rilke in Letters to a Young 
Poet: 


“ ... if we only arrange our life in accordance with the principle 
which tells us we must always trust in the difficult, then what 
now appears to us as the most alien will become our most inti- 
mate and trusted experience. How could we forget those ancient 
myths about dragons that at the last moment are transformed 
into princesses. Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princesses 
who are only waiting to see us act, just once, with beauty and 
courage. Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest 
essence, something helpless that wants our love.” 


Chapel Meditation 


A Radical Turning to God 


11 Samuel 1:1, 17-27; Psalm 130; Mark 5:21-34 


JUNE 26, 1994 


S Is MY CUSTOM, I opened the Bible with eagerness to read the 
lectionary verses selected for today to see what theme might 
subtly emerge, what motif would delicately suggest itself for a medita- 
tion. I read How low the mighty have fallen in 11 SAMUEL and If you, 
O Lord, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand? in PSALM 130. 
Could there be any doubt? Falling, iniquity. Today’s topic must be 
SIN. Fortunately, this is not a philosophy class, so Iam not obligated 
to discuss Ontology, the nature of our being, from whence comes our 
universal proclivity to sin. 

Suffice it to say there exists in humankind a dissatisfactory situation 
characterized by self-centered desires, by ego-driven motivations. Per- 
haps we came into this world, “trailing clouds of glory ... from God 
who is our home,” according to Wordsworth. But once here in this 
world, we find, along with Paul, that we don’t do the thing we want to; 
rather we do the things we don’t want to. So to recover our purity of 
heart, there must be a radical transformation at the very root of our 
being. 

But why should we want to recover our innocence, to stop sinning, 
asks the devil’s advocate. Don’t sinners, especially blond sinners, have 
more fun? In the short run, maybe; in the long run, WRONG. The 
most basic law of the universe, according to the exoteric core of the 
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religions of the world is that we will reap what we sow. This law of jus- 
tice is immutable, and this does not mean going to hell after we die. This 
means right now. The wrong that we have done or even thought will 
wreak havoc on our souls and in our lives; that which we do to another, 
we really do to ourselves. 

What’s difficult, of course, is that sometimes we’re doing wrong 
when we think we’re doing right. My favorite part from the movie, The 
Little Buddha comes at the very beginning with a story being told to 
young boys who are training to be monks; the story goes like this: Just 
as a priest is going to slaughter a goat for ritual sacrifice in the temple, 
the goat begins to laugh. “Why are you laughing?” asks the priest. 
“Because this is my seventh lifetime as a goat and when you kill me, I 
will become a human being.” The priest is a bit nonplused but again 
proceeds to start to slit the goat’s throat who then begins to cry. “Now, 
why are you crying?” asks the priest, “Because you are about to 
become a goat.” The priest drops his knife and vows to become the 
guardian of all temple goats. 

What we need to know is that we turn into goats in our lifetime, if 
we continue to sin unrepentantly. If we sin enough, we will soon be 
unconscious of sin. Persistently refusing to admit that we do sin turns 
us into evil persons, according to Scott Peck. 

So we can now admit that acknowledging our sins is absolutely in 
our own best interest, not just to be better in the eyes of others. This 
Creator of ours is oh, so clever. 

And, by the way, let’s also be clear about the possibility of our 
ending our sinning. We won’t — at least in this lifetime. It’s not a once 
and for all step we can take. As soon as we take steps to curtail one bad 
habit, consciousness of another problem will occur to us. 

But if we feel discouraged, let us take heart in the words of Julian of 
Norwich: “Our courteous Lord does not want us to despair because 
(we) fall often and graciously, for our falling does not hinder Him in 
loving us.” 

Two other notes of cheer: as we face our afflictions, the words of 
Paul can reassure us that our afflictions are working for us a far more 
exceeding and eternal weight of glory. 

And guess what it is that causes our sins to be known by us? The 
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Psalmist tells us it is God, God’s self. From PsaiM 90: You have placed 
our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your presence. So 
actually, it is our proper state to wait daily not for comforts, not for 
refreshments but for convictions and proofs of that in us which 1s con- 
trary to God. 

And when we become aware of these convictions, what do we do? 
The word that New Testament translators use is repentance, which to 
me suggests a lot of shame. Actually the word used by John the Bap- 
tist and Jesus is metanoia which really means a turning (meta) of mind 
and consciousness (”0us). 

Jesus’ chief call is for us not to have regret or remorse for a sinful 
action but for more, way more of a change than we expect —a call for a 
radical turning to God, a radical centering in God. Those who turn to 
the Lord will be saved. — not by going to heaven after death but right 
now today — by being filled with inspiration of new ways of acting, 
acting out of compassion and kindness. We then will create our Karma 
for this lifetime that we too will be treated with kindness and compas- 
sion. 

So how does this actually work, Madame Preacher? Get specific. 
Let’s let Ralph Waldo Emerson teach us. He wrote that between the 
stimulus and our response, there is a space. In this space lies our free- 
dom to choose our action. We feel a temptation — to envy someone’s 
flat stomach, to answer a dumb question with a sarcastic witticism, to 
tell a white lie to get out of looking bad as we come late to a meeting. 
Or someone cuts us off on the freeway, or is harsh to us. We can decide 
within ourselves how we will respond. And if in the pause, we can 
manage to send our thoughts Godward, we are touching the hem of 
Jesus’ garment. We are empowered by a recognition of our connection 
to the great I AM: we become linked to the goodness and well-being 
that is associated with Absolute. 

When we turn away from negative, pessimistic, or hostile thinking, 
adverse circumstances disappear, we leave misery behind and the great 
I AM in us can have its glorious way unimpeded. There is a power 
within us which is greater than any condition we can contract. It knows 


no obstacle, no obstruction. It transcends all. It is the Almighty 
indwelling in our soul. 
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This process is crucial when someone else is sinning, as well. If 
when someone is behaving badly, instead of thinking of the problem 
they are creating, you will immediately switch your attention from the 
human to the divine within them, you will find that if you really do 
this, their conduct will change. 

The true Christian is not insensible to what is bad; she bears with 
it. Take care not to be disturbed or angered at the sin of another. But 
how is it possible to stay nonjudgemental? 

Did you ever hear of the fairy tale of the contest between the Sun 
and the Wind? Each claimed it was the stronger. They chose a lonely 
waytfarer wearing a cloak on which to prove their strength. Who would 
succeed in removing the cloak from the traveler? As the wind blew and 
blew, the traveler wrapped the cloak more and more tightly around 
himself. Then the sun beamed and beamed, and in the intense heat, the 
traveler removed the cloak. 

When we blow thoughts and words of judgment our companion 
wraps her cloak of excuses and defenses ever more tightly. It is under 
the warm power of love and empathy that people cast aside their 
defenses and are able to admit their problem. As Thomas Merton said, 
“The only way evil is overcome is to love every one in his or her sin.” 

So what are the morals of our story today? 

1. No one is irredeemable. 

2. The essence of the Good News is that we get to have a fresh start 

every day. 

3. Best of all — it is God who is in charge of making us new — if we 

remember to turn to God. 


I'll leave the last word to Plato: 


“In the dark, it is fine to believe in the light. The Lord expects 
this faith of you. Do not fail the Lord. The One who loves you 
is hiding in the gloom, waiting to meet you there.” 


Chapel Meditation 


Grace is Everywhere 


Job 23:1-17; Psalm 22:1-15; Mark 10:17-31 


OCTOBER 9, 1994 


UR SCRIPTURE PASSAGES FOR TODAY point to some of the 

darkest thoughts one can have, it seems to me. Not only are the 
writers of Jos and of Psatm 22 feeling extremely low and depressed, 
but the absolute worst and most terrifying thought has occurred to 
them: It is God, the Power that they desperately need to rescue them 
from their pit — it is indeed God the would be, could be, should be 
saving power that has placed them in their terrible predicament. 

The Psalmist writes, My God, why have you forsaken me? ... You 
lay me in the dust of death. Job cries, God has made my heart faint — 
not my heart is faint and I will turn to God so I can feel better. But in 
fact, itis God, to whom I turn for my last hope of salvation —it is indeed 
God that has made my heart faint. 

If we are students of the Bible, this troubling view of the God of 
Love 1s not new. This is the God who sends rain on the just and unjust 
alike, the God who says, I create the light and I create the dark. I create 
weal and I create woe. 

I wouldn’t think there are many folks in this chapel today who 
really believe that Christians can even aim at the goal of a life without 
pain, without darkness. Does anyone possibly think that every 
moment of life could be sweetness and light? If we have any tendency 
to think if only we could be good enough life would be like that — 
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sweetness and light, but there is not only light and sunshine, obviously. 
Nature is also the Storm, the Dark. Together the storms and the light 
make for the growth and evolution of Nature. 

And as we too are a part of nature, the unpleasant and the happy 
events of our lives, together help our growth and evolution. While we 
might still not be able to accede to the awful thought that God is some- 
how implicated in the authorship of our troubles, perhaps we would 
more easily agree with the Biblical tradition that proclaims that God 
speaks to us in and through our predicaments. As Paul writes For our 
light affliction worketh for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight 
of glory. If we too can believe that, then we can begin to view our prob- 
lems as really the cutting edges of growth, where something new needs 
to be learned. 

Times of tension and tightness, feelings of confusion and stress 
cause us to feel humble. We are not on top of our game; we are not in 
control. We don’t even know what’s going on. This is a blessing. Con- 
fusion is prelude to breakthrough. When this happens our experience 
with God is about to be deepened for it is when we recognize our lim- 
itation, that God can come into our lives. If we’re too full of ourselves, 
we have no room for God. So we shouldn’t be discouraged when we 
feel confusion. 

In a book that I found incredibly moving The Diary of a Country 
Priest, by George Bernanos, the poor priest of a lowly parish can never 
really figure out what he’s supposed to be doing, where he’s supposed 
to be, and so he is in a constant state of apology to his parishioners and 
to higher-ups. When he dies an ignominious death from starvation and 
poverty and unknown illness, it is clear to the reader that this priest was 
nearer to God than any of those he considered holier than he. His last 
word to the friend who hesitatingly gave him absolution because in 
dying, the priest couldn’t even have the decency to last until the 
appointed official arrived to do the absolution, his words were “Grace 
is everywhere.” 

This poor country priest was definitely the lowest on the ecclesias- 
tical totem pole — and then our breath is taken away as we realize he is 
beyond any doubt — first. 

So it is for so many who are last in the eyes of most, those who seem 


126 C’S Gifts of the Spirit 


to be confused, in the dark, in a space of desolation and vulnerability. 
Paradoxically, they seem to be most blessed by God. This is what P’ve 
come to understand to be the case with the people who have mental ill- 
ness, the people who live in one room, who have very little change in 
their pockets — many of the folks who come to Plymouth’s Drop-In 
Center. 

These people have suffered great times of darkness, rejection and 
abandonment by family, institutionalization, indifference by main- 
stream society. They have been grievously wounded. What’s so awe- 
some is that through their woundedness, through their broken hearts, 
a gentle transformation has taken place — when one is with them (if one 
can notice), one feels a softness and vulnerability that is awesome. They 
are accepting and open. Judgment and criticism has been replaced by 
compassion. You can look at them and know they’ve been to hell and 
back. So why aren’t their eyes full of rage and vengeance? Instead their 
eyes express unceasing love and compassion. Because of the conditions 
of life dealt to them, these people have had vulnerability thrust upon 
them — they are unable to hide it — poor people. Oh no — lucky people. 
Their vulnerability has led them to mercy and tenderness of heart. 

My fellow driver and I felt this mercy to be all encompassing when 
we took a group from the Drop-In Center to South Dakota this 
summer. Could you even imagine an entire week, seven days of an 
environment of no complaints about the weather, no negative com- 
ments — just gratitude and acknowledgment and sweetness? 

Their mercy affected those whom they met. We kept having admis- 
sion fees waived. People spontaneously motioned us ahead. One 
restauranteur gave us free desserts. As he handed one to Ken, one of the 
more visibly handicapped folks, Ken shook his head, no thanks, “Give 
it to someone less fortunate than I.” The man looked absolutely dumb- 
founded. Who could there be who was less fortunate? Ken tells me that 
every day he’s glad he’s not a criminal and doesn’t live in Rwanda. 

The restauranteur quietly took me aside. “I’ve needed an attitude 
change for a number of months,” he said “and I just got one.” 

My friends from the Drop-In Center show.me how joy can prevail 
in spite of the mind’s and body’s woes. They show me that spiritual 
peace cannot be extinguished by adversity. While I could not imagine 
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persevering through their conditions of destitution, they continue to 
demonstrate an ability to remain vital, and from their testimonies, it 
becomes clear that their spiritual strength is grounded in an abiding 
awareness of God’s companionship. These folks feel they are God’s 
beloved. Joy and peace that passes all understanding comes from this 
identity as God’s beloved, and with the joy and peace, comes the 
strength to endure. 

So maybe we’ve come to a wonderful bottom line. In the midst of 
the dark, of our woe, we need not look for an explanation, for it may 
not be given. What we are given is an assurance of a presence. And as 
we have faith in God’s presence with us in our time of suffering we can 
also have faith God will help us find a way through our pain. The won- 
derful bottom line is God’s assurance. J will not forsake Thee nor leave 
Thee EVER. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer has written about this process of embracing 
our pain: 


When Jesus calls [a person], He bids us come and die. The death 
leads to a new life — being born of the Spirit. This creates a radi- 
cally new identity. It is an awakening to that place where one 
may address God as Abba, the intimate one. 


This is what Job finally comes to — the difference between theology 
formulated and theology experienced. Before his undeserved suffering 
he knew God through being a good person, being true to what his reli- 
gion asked of him. After going through utter desolation (including the 
death of his children) he has undergone a transforming experience — he 
has a living relationship with God. His Creator has come to him per- 
sonally. I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, says Job, but now 
my eye sees you. 

Grace is everywhere says the country priest, say the Drop-In 
Center members. If we can praise the unseen Providence just above our 
head, we can experience this Providence. “Truly it is in darkness that 
one finds the light,” says Eckhart, “so when we are in sorrow, then this 
light is nearest all of us.” 

Let’s give the last words to Rainer Maria Rilke who experienced 
much pain during his childhood, spending long times being locked in 
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the attic and then being sent to military school. He writes: 


Oh, tell us poet, what do you do? 
I praise. 
But the deadly and the violent days, 
I praise. 
But the namelessness — how do you raise 
that, invoke the unnameable? 
I praise 
What right have you, through every phase, 
in every mask, to remain true? 
I praise. 
and both stillness and the wild 
affray know you, like star and storm. 
Because I praise. 


In times of darkness, let us learn to anticipate the as yet invisible, 
as yet unimaginable goodness. Our path needs to be one of steadfast 
hope for realities that at present remain unseen. Our hope is unshak- 
able because the One who makes the promise of goodness to come is 


Faithful. 


Chapel Meditation 


Dissatisfaction 


Isaiah 5 5:1-9; Psalm 63:1-8; 1 Corinthians 1o:1-4 


MARCH 19, 1995 


H YOU WHO THIRST, Come to the waters. Come, buy wine and 

milk without money, without price. Why do you spend your 
money for that which is not bread and your labor for that which does 
not satisfy? 

How many times have we all done this — ordered an Infomercial 
gadget, purchased a magic labor-saving vegetable chopper at the State 
Fair, bought a new book on how to eat everything you want and still 
lose weight. And almost the second after handing over the check, we 
have a subtle sinking feeling that we are not going to be satisfied. Start- 
ing in our childhood, particularly in this Big-time capitalistic society 
which runs by the motor of Dissatisfaction, we have lived our lives 
looking for satisfaction in something outside ourselves. We believe if 
only we could be richer or thinner or get the promotion or have a lake 
cabin or get married or get divorced, we would finally have our unbear- 
able longing satisfied or get that cool delightful thirst quenching drink 
we long for. But if we’re very lucky a moment of truth happens to us 
at some point in our lives and we don’t suppress it. We realize that 
nothing external will quench the thirst that we have. 

Perhaps if we’re really blessed, we come to realize, as did Augus- 
tine, that our hearts will be restless until they rest in God. So we are 
comforted by the promise of David, a kindred spirit who writes about 
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his longing for God: my soul thirsts for you, my flesh faints for you, as 
in a dry and weary land, where there is no water, and then goes on to 
say, My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast when I... meditate on you 
in the watches of the night. 

What a wonderful synchronicity for me that the lectionary for 
today speaks of meditation. I can think of no subject on which I would 
rather talk than Meditation. My epitaph should read, “Meditation 
changed her life.” And the magic that meditation brings is also written 
about in Psatm 63. When we take time to shut down from our sched- 
uled, goal-driven life to withdraw into silence and seclusion, we begin 
to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that God’s right hand is uphold- 
ing us all the time. 

The truth is there is a power within us which is greater than any 
external conditions we can contact. It knows no obstruction, no obsta- 
cle. It transcends all because it is the final fact of creation, the Almighty 
indwelling our souls. And so turning inward for regular times on a con- 
sistent basis, we come to know the poverty of looking outside our- 
selves for happiness and wisdom. 

Probably most of us here have resolved to try meditating and found 
it discouraging and not fruitful — at least not as quickly as we would 
like it to be. There are excellent books on the practice of meditation all 
over so I’m not going to give you my manual. Suffice it to say the main 
point to keep in mind is not to expect any particular phenomenon to 
happen at the time of meditating — not a still small voice, not even peace. 
In fact your monkey mind will probably go wild, as the ego fights to 
the death any attempt to get it to surrender. 

But if you persist and persevere and use every ounce of strength to 
be faithful to your practice, there is much that will slowly and gradu- 
ally start to happen in your life, and here are some of what those fruits 
will be: 

You will start to know there is a Protecting Presence within and 
around us at all times. As the writer of DEUTERONOMYy has told us: Be 
strong and of good courage, fear not ... for God it is that goes with you. 
God will not fail, nor forsake you. = 

Children know this and the culture scoffs it out of them. I remem- 
ber with deep poignancy saying good-bye to my four-year-old daugh- 
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ter on the eve of a trip and feeling a little guilty and worried — so of 
course I projected and told her not to be worried. “Why would I 
worry, Mom, God is here.” “Where is God, Sasha?” I asked. “God is 
wherever I am, Mom.” 

But if as adults we take time for God in an intentional disciplined 
way, we begin to feel there is a Presence going before us to make the 
crooked straight. Synchronicity visits our life regularly: opportunities 
seem to open fortuitously; the people we should meet accidentally 
cross our paths. Each facilitating unsought event begins to confer a feel- 
ing of being blessed. 

And the other side of this coin of feeling unexpected moments of 
joy as we come to sense God running interference for us, is feeling 
unexpected moments of sadness and vulnerability and somehow being 
okay with this — because actually meditation is not a way to shut off the 
pressures of this world; rather it is a way of seeing things clearly and 
deliberately positioning ourselves differently in relation to them. A 
willingness to embrace and work with what is, lies at the core of med- 
itation. It’s about feeling the way you feel. It’s not about getting some- 
where else — but about allowing yourself to be where you already are. 
The purpose of meditation practice is not enlightenment — it is to pay 
attention to the present moment — feel your shower, taste your break- 
fast orange juice, take in the morning sky, be aware of how fast you’re 
eating your lunch. Be like a mountain — willing to be with all conditions 
—fog, sun, rain: anger, suffering, depression. Be aware if you’re upset — 
be aware that upset is happening. Experience what your life is-right at 
that exact moment. This is living on the razor’s edge. This is extremely 
difficult. We want to escape from this. But — actually and amazingly and 
even crazily — it is a joy to walk the razor’s edge, it is aliveness; it is 
vibrancy. If we stay ina moment of fear — we can feel fear diminish. But 
too often we would rather be right. We will usually settle for dimin- 
ished life rather than experience life as it is when it seems painful and 
distasteful. Our fear drives us to stay in our lonely self-righteousness. 
The paradox is that it is only in walking the razor’s edge, in experienc- 
ing the fear directly that we can know what it is to have no fear. 

Very slowly, as we learn to experience our suffering instead of run- 


ning from it, life is revealed to us in joy — and Joy is our birthright. Joy 
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is realizing we may not have many days left. They should all be pre- 
cious. And we should do things that are important and special. We 
should cherish our meals, our conversations with our children (and by 
the way, our children are our live-in Zen masters). 

Ultimately we come in touch with our goldenness. This goldenness 
was always there, but it had to be discovered anew through descent into 
darkness and grief. 

So we need to beware of thinking of ourselves as getting stronger 
through meditation. Actually the opposite is true. We allow ourselves 
to feel, to try to not have to appear invincible to others but instead be 
in touch with our feelings. We get to admit that we are confused and 
don’t know the way (and of course in so doing, we become open to 
help from unexpected places). 

We accept that our life will hold pain and difficulty and we will be 
in and out of balance all our lives. Peace of mind comes from not 
attaching a great deal of significance to either state. We get ourselves 
into a corner when we believe we can avoid pain and problems if only 
we doit right. We will have tough times. We will get sick. Our spiritual 
journey is not about getting rid of life’s difficulties. It’s about dancing 
with them. 

In fact, each trial we experience has its value. “The gem cannot be 
polished without friction.” However difficult and painful the circum- 
stance, there is always something going on that will eventually be to our 
benefit— ALWAYS. If you want rainbows, you have to put up with rain. 

And we don’t have to wait for the tempest to subside; there is peace 
within the storm itself. No matter what may be going on outside, at the 
deep inner center of it is that place of peace. When upsetting things 
happen, the external events are not as important as how we react to 
them, interiorly. One of the best times for us to be in touch with our 
inner center of peace is exactly when we feel there is no peace and tran- 
quillity. Because it’s always there, like the eye of the hurricane. 

I read a stunning example of this phenomenon, a true story. A bur- 
glar broke into a New Yorker’s apartment while he was sleeping. He 
was awakened by sounds in his living room. Much afraid, he went into 
his living room and was met by a nervous burglar who began yelling. 
The man immediately felt a flight or fight response but miraculously, 


Experiencing God in Our Lives 2X. 1 33 


the man had a third response occur to him. He chose not to see this 
frightened burglar as an enemy, and began to talk to him. He told the 
burglar that he could have what he wanted and was he hungry — did he 
need anything more? After moments of surprised confusion, the bur- 
glar became less desperate and ended up apologizing and explaining 
that he had been homeless for a long time and that this was the first bur- 
glary he had ever committed. The man offered the burglar some money. 
He accepted, left the man’s possessions where they were and went out 
through the front door instead of the window through which he had 
entered. 

A vivid illustration of fear being replaced by compassion, — and 
when we take time to tune into God’s vibration on a regular basis, this 
just seems to happen. It certainly happened for Jesus all the time. 

It’s so important we do this — as Meister Eckhart wrote, “The one 
who finds no taste of God wearies looking for God.” Meditation is a 
wonderful way to make ourselves fit to receive the eternal birth. And 
what is the eternal birth? It is God revealing God’s self to the one who 
hews out and brings to life the divine form which God has wrought 
into our nature. By withdrawing from the world from time to time, we 
lose self interest and discover our soul. We have to work to prepare 
ourselves, but we do not have to worry. God does the work as long as 
we are willing to be worked upon. Being alone, being quiet and letting 
go are steps on the road towards that state of potential receptivity in 
which the Christ in us is born. And then we will be like the Israelites 
in the wilderness. We too will drink from the spiritual rock that fol- 
lows us, and that rock will be Christ for us. In fact, over and over again, 
in our daily experiences, we will encounter Christ, which is the spirit 
of God that finds life in the midst of death, and we will recognize and 
respond to the action and invitation of God come to us in and through 
the incidents of daily life. 

If we follow a spiritual practice, such as meditation, we will come 
to the consciousness that we are amphibious creatures — part human, 
part divine, belonging to eternity now as well as to our regular time. 
Until we truly take time for God, we will live only half of who we are! 

And when we take time we shall understand life, as did the poet 


Christopher Frye in his poem, 


134 VU — Gifts of the Spirit 


A Sleep of Prisoners 


“The human heart can go to the lengths of God 
Dark and cold we may be, but this 

Is no winter now. The frozen misery 

Of centuries breaks, cracks, begins to move 
The thunder is the thunder of the floes 

The thaw, the flood, the Upstart Spring 
Thank God our time is now,when wrong 
Comes up to face us everywhere 

Never to leave us till we take 

The longest stride of soul 

men and women ever took 

Affairs are now soul size 

The enterprise 

Is exploration into God” 


Chapel Meditation 
An Infinite Expectation 


Psalm 113; Jeremiah 8:18-22 


SEPTEMBER 24, 1995 


“We must learn to reawaken and 
Keep ourselves awake 

not by mechanical aids 

but by an infinite expectation 
which does not forsake us ever 
in our soundest sleep” 

— Thoreau 


Ik THERE NO BALM IN GILEAD§ asks the prophet Jeremiah. That 
certainly could be the theme of this past summer for me. It started 
out great. In May I had passed the five year mark for no recurrence of 
melanoma — Thank God I didn’t have to think about that any more. I 
was in the safety zone. 

Upon return from interviewing Senior Minister candidates in 
Detroit at the annual Congregationalists’ meeting in late June, I could 
see that I had some shortness of breath on my daily walk and jog 
around Lake Harriet. At first I chalked it up to turning fifty, but it per- 
sisted and grew worse. I woke up one morning and I had to go to the 
emergency room. 

There the nightmare began. “I can’t hear anything from your right 
lung,” said the genial physician with a sudden sharp note of conster- 


135 


VG V¥ — Gifts of the Spirit 


nation. All at once, they began treating me like an emergency. An x-ray 
confirmed that my right lung was collapsed due to a great amount of 
fluid in the pleural cavity. “It looks like your melanoma’s back,” 
remarked the doctor who no longer seemed genial to me. In fact, I 
regarded him with outright hostility. How dare he tell me that in front 
of strangers with no dear ones around. 

I started sinking emotionally, but when my husband arrived coming 
straight to the hospital from out of town, the first miracle happened. 
And somewhere, deep down, I opened to a tiny wave of knowing that 
God was with me. When I had been wheeled to a room, they gave me 
my chart and I glanced at the top sheet. “Patient complains of pain on 
her sternum,” it read. I mused that I had not thought of the word ster- 
num since high school biology days. 

As my husband paged through a book of relaxing meditations to 
read to me, he randomly chose one and began to read, “Oh you, with 
pain in your sternum.” How could this be so synchronistic? He hadn’t 
read my chart. I listened and felt the balm wash over me. “Let the pain 
on your breast plate melt,” read the meditation. “In this life are ten 
thousand sorrows, you cannot fix them or solve them. Let them in. Do 
not resist. They will wash away and leave you in peace.” 

When my children visited me, I saw Sasha sobbing and heard Nick 
say, “Mom, you're breaking my heart.” And I sobbed. Ten thousand 
sorrows. This was one I absolutely could not solve. Their mom had 
cancer and they would have to deal with their fears and pain. Their 
mother tiger could not take this away. And somehow it was balm to all 
to sit on the bed and sob. 

And so it has gone — throughout a maze of intricate and difficult 
diagnoses and treatments. It turned out my melanoma had not in fact 
come back; after two major surgeries, the wonderful doctors at the 
Mayo Clinic diagnosed me with ovarian cancer stage 4, with metasta- 
sis to the pleural cavity of the lung. 

In between the two surgeries came another power surge — the balm 
of Gilead. I was desperate to help ensconce Sasha as a freshman at Tufts 
University but also not wanting to jeopardize my recovering strength 
for the second surgery. 

“Am I crazy to plan to go be with my daughter in Boston?” I asked 


Experiencing God in Our Lives cas) f By 


Dr. Creagen, head of Oncology at Mayo. “We are on a path toward life, 
not to avoid death. Of course you will go to Boston,” was his reply. 

And so I did. The illumination on her face when she looked over 
and saw me amid her belongings will be with me as long as I live. 

So the most basic lesson I’ve been learning over and over is what I 
see to be the promise of God — I will be with you. Not I will keep you 
from deep trouble, nor I will take away your pain — but surely — My 
presence will go with you. So I know I do not stand alone. When I am 
sick in body, I focus my heart and mind on God. I ask in simple trust 
and I receive. As the Psalmist wrote, God lifts the needy from the ash 
heap. 

And one thing I’m completely aware of these days —I am so needy. 
I have joined the class of the afflicted — which of course is a community 
that potentially extends to everyone. 

What’s amazing to me is the profound benefits that come with being 
out and out, unavoidably needy. There’s a poignant poem by Dr. 
Rachel Remen that expresses this: 


“Mother Knows Best 

Don’t talk about your trouble 

No one loves a sad face. 

Oh Mon, the truth 1s 

Cheer isolates 

Competence intimidates 

Control separates 

and sadness 

Sadness opens us each to the other.” 


During the past few months, I’ve enjoyed deep experiences of inti- 
macy and connection with family and friends - moments I know have 
come with my molecules of vulnerability. 

What else am I learning as I impatiently wade through these days 
of recovery? Well there’s one thing about affliction — it can be a pow- 
erful teacher. It inspires a subtle rotation of consciousness — a shift in 
perspective arising out of a careful observing of the activity of mind 
and body — without judging or condemning what itis that one sees and 


is feeling. 
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Because illness can be such a powerful stimulus to change (perhaps 
the only thing that can force successful people to resolve their deepest 
conflicts) some people come to regard it as our greatest opportunity. 
So I affirm that my cancer is a gift, it is a message of love — it 1s a feed- 
back device whose purpose is to bring me back to my true nature. 

As Tennyson wrote: “Each of us is living outside her true self.” I’m 
slowly recovering parts of my true nature — parts that are noncompli- 
ant, expressive of negative feelings, the repressed shadow part that 
actually knows what I want and need before I attend to what others 
want and need. 

I can truly say this disease is allowing me to make the inner changes 
that are necessary for me to become a healed person — in this way it is 
a blessing. 

What an incredible paradox: the illness contains the seed of a heal- 
ing process. Think about disruptions in your life. They may have 
seemed to be disasters but perhaps they ended up by redirecting your 
life in meaningful ways. 

Here are my affirmations: 

1. [am dealing with my cancer the best way I know how. 

2. The universe is supporting me in my efforts to get well. 

3. There is a creative loving force in the universe attempting to teach 
me from my life experience. 

4. Itis in the deep interest of the universe that I experience my own 
unique joy and deep satisfaction. 


When the eminent psychologist, Abraham Maslow, suffered a 
nearly fatal heart attack, his attitude toward life changed. Being near 
death caused a shift in values — that made him work less, that brought 
him a security, a relaxed awareness of the present moment. He felt less 
driven by neurotic tendencies, able to let go of everyday frustrations 
and conflicts. 

To Maslow, his new lease on life enabled him to see the miraculous- 
ness of every day — seeing the poignancy, the precariousness and beauty 
of ordinary things — which are happening every hour, all the time. 

My favorite poem by e.e. cummings describes this vivacity, this pre- 
cariousness of our lives better than anything I know: 
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“I thank You God for most this amazing day: 
for the leaping greenly spirit of trees 

and a blue true dream of a sky and for 

which is not which is infinite which is yes. 

i who have died am alive again today 

and this is the sun’s birthday; this is the birth 
day of life and of love and wings; and 

of the gay great happening illimitably earth. 
How should tasting, touching, hearing, seeing 
breathing any — lifted from the no 

of all nothing — human merely being 

doubt unimaginable you? 

now the ears of my ears awake and 

now the eyes of my eyes are opened.” 


Can there be any doubt — in spite of cancer, in spite of Medicaid cuts 
for poor children, in spite of murdered 14-year-olds — there is a balm 
in Gilead. We have to know this, believe this, affirm this, claim this, and 
it will be true for each and every one of us. 


Chapel Meditation 


Deepen Your Love 


Psalm 40 


JANUARY I4, 1996 


ne A TIME IN YOUR LIFE when you are overcome with trials and 
tribulations, consumed with sorrow, grief, anxiety or self-pity — 
can there be words more perfect to describe your lament than those 
found in the book of PsaLMs — my iniquities have overtaken me; my 
heart fails me; as for me, I am poor and needy. 

I have never felt more needy than in the days following my 
chemotherapy treatments. I feel like ’'m on a journey to the under- 
world. I experience spiritual dryness, depression, apathy. It gets worse. 
I feel as if ’'m in the abyss. My experience is one of inner darkness. I 
am filled with grief, despair, confusion. I feel stripped of identity. I can’t 
imagine what meaning my projects really have; why should I answer 
letters, return phone calls? I feel as if a horrifying, deadening spirit has 
inhabited the persona of Nancy Baltins. I feel completely dependent. 
Any decision is impossible to make. I am filled with dread and shame 
that whatever I do, it will be an irreversible mistake with lasting reper- 
cussions. 

And there is no hiding, no disguising my dispiritedness, my lack of 
life energy. When I manage to get myself to church, inevitably I receive 
wonderful letters and notes and food the following days so I can tell I 
must have really looked like death warmed over. 


But to go on and on in this vein would not be true to the rest of 
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Psalm 40, nor to the other days of my life, as well. 

We also read in Psat 4o that God drew me up from the desolate 
pit, out of the miry bog, and set my feet upon a rock, making my steps 
secure. God put a new song in my mouth ... happy are those who make 
the Lord their trust. 

As has been true in other situations of grave distress and pain in my 
life, once again I have come to learn from my cancer and its difficult 
treatments. I have come to see that if we wait patiently for God, then 
tribulation, instead of paralyzing us and beating us to death and 
despair, is in fact, the necessary condition for us to learn how to live. It 
is tribulation that can teach us where our strength lies — not in our inde- 
pendence but rather in our dependence. It is God that is our strength. 

And it is when we truly know our dependence that we can begin to 
live. This is part of the perennial wisdom. 

Even the ancients saw that the meaning of affliction was to free the 
individual to confront one’s disconnection from the gods. This is the 
basic theme of Job — that afflictions heal and adversity opens one to a 
new reality. 

When the pupil is ready, the teacher appears. I keep encountering 
different descriptions of this paradox of transformation — out of one’s 
illness, one’s deep grief, can come new life. I guess for Christians, this 
can come as no surprise — crucifixion, then resurrection. Maureen Mur- 
dock wrote in her book, The Heroine’s Journey, “As difficult as it is, 
this time of emptiness and meaninglessness serves as a prelude to a 
deeper experience from which self-renewal and authentic self-identity 
emerge.” 

I have been encouraged by many thinkers and writers not to shut 
off my pain but rather to accept it and remain vulnerable. However 
desperate I feel, I need to accept my pain as it is because it is handing 
me a precious gift. As the Sufi poet, Rumi, wrote, “Grief can be the 
garden of compassion. If you keep your heart open through every- 
thing, your pain can become your greatest ally in your life search for 
love and wisdom.” 

I find myself reading and thinking a lot about sorrow. In spite of the 
repeated theme of our culture to “Be happy” (and if we only would use 
the right toothpaste and make our body into the right shape, we could 
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be happy all the time), I find revelation breaking through this cultural 
trance and discover that sorrow is a good medicine for the soul. 
Through sorrow I have come to understand the importance of being 
kind to others; through sorrow, one can come to know truths which 
one would never learn through study or even common sense. As 
Susumi Islitoni wrote, “Through sorrow one can gain the power and 
courage to overcome adversity and understand others who are in 
adverse situations.” 

What other personal benefits have come from my affliction? My ill- 
ness has been an opportunity for the revelation and unfolding of my 
individual blueprint. I definitely have been able to say NO to requests 
for my time and energy that I probably would have said yes to last year, 
but now I realize those jobs do not really have my name on them. 

This discerning of one’s own unique path is so important. Not only 
is it liberating and energizing for oneself and those around you, but 
there are even more profound effects. Miracles start happening. Mira- 
cles come from finding your authentic self and following what you feel 
is your own true course in life. And “anyone,” said Ben Gurion, “who 
does not believe in miracles, is not a realist.” 

Miracles come with being one’s true self, having a surrendered, 
peaceful state of mind that acknowledges the outcome is not in our 
hands, and with cooperating with God. 

When cancer was discovered in the pleural cavity of my lung and 
while I was waiting for results of many tests and CAT scans to deter- 
mine the extent of the spread of the cancer, I had a session with a body 
worker, where an image of a playful polar bear, bobbing up and down 
and around and around in a fog came to me. 

The next day at a lunch with a friend, just before going to my oncol- 
ogist to hear my definitive diagnosis, this friend gave me a card that 
struck me with awe and made me burst into tears. On the front of the 
card was the polar bear, riding a unicycle — hence the bobbing around. 
I felt as though God had sent me a love letter that God would be with 


me throughout the course of my illness. I was able to hear the results 
of the tests with a sense of equanimity. 


What are other benefits? As Helen Keller wrote, “Difficulties meet 
us at every turn. They are the accompaniment of life ... Out of pain 
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grow the violets of patience and sweetness.” 

Pm not sure about sweetness, but I know my patience has 
increased. Life seems too precious to get annoyed with minor irrita- 
tions. I have a more spacious sense of life — not all the time, of course. 
Each day is so full of poignancy and beauty, so full of life. I love this 
poem written by a fellow cancer patient: 


“The good thing about Cancer 
is that it speaks 

In short sentences. 

I listen attentively 

As malignancy whispers: 
Applaud yourself 

Hold his hand longer 
Hug her 

Buy it 

Say it 

Touch 

Kiss 

Smile 

Laugh 

Cry, 

Rage 

Enjoy 

Live 

Yes” 


What would you say if God told you, “I want you to be happy for 
the rest of your life”? What if you won the lottery? What would you 
do if you were told you had twelve months to live? One thing I think 
we would all say is we would want to love as much as we possibly 
could. For me, this is the meaning of life. We are meant to love — that is 
our essence; that is the divine spark in each of us. What we each need 
to do is choose our way of loving. Cancer has helped me be a better 
lover of life, of people, with less judgment and less expectation. 

And I have been affirmed in people’s love and support beyond any- 
thing I thought possible. People feel permission to say and write the 
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sweetest and most loving sentiments. 

So my final word is even if you don’t have a terminal diagnosis 
(although actually, we all do) find ways to deepen your love. Keep on 
loving no matter what; keep on appreciating the basic goodness of the 
other, no matter what mistakes they make. Keep on letting go, giving 
support, forgiving, overlooking errors. When you are tempted to feel 
hurt or slighted or vengeful, ask yourself, “Would I rather have this 
feeling or love?” True love is unconquerable and irresistible. As Alan 
Cohen writes, “It goes on gathering force until it transforms everyone 
it touches.” 

Listen to one unique way of loving demonstrated in a group of 
ailing, elderly women. They were confined to curtained beds, in a 
second-floor hospital ward that had only one window. With nothing 
else for entertainment, the woman in the only bed with a view out the 
window told the others, day after day, everything she saw. She detailed 
the comings and goings of the family across the street, giving all of them 
names and describing them so vividly that to the others they felt like 
relatives. As seasons changed, she painted images in words of the falling 
leaves, or Christmas decorations, or sultry summer evenings. 

Gradually the others became aware that the storyteller’s strength 
was failing, and one day she passed away. The woman in the next bed 
asked to be moved to the window. After all this time, she would finally 
have the chance to see the outside world for herself. 

The move was made and eagerly she turned to the window. There 
was only the plain brick wall of a taller building next door. 

“What do you see?” demanded the others. 

She took a long breath. “Well, Jimmy’s out and about on that new 
bike of his. Dear Agnes was right, his hair is red as fire ...” 


God grant us all deeper ways to show our love to this world. 


II] 
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Academic Paper 


Life As Emmanuel - 
God With Us 


CONSTRUCTIVE THEOLOGY 
DECEMBER 21, 1987 


OU MUST GO STEADILY ON in those... things that you have 
learned and which you know are true. 11 TIMOTHY 3:1 4-16 


For it is believing in the heart that makes men righteous before 
God... And the scripture says: Whosoever believes in him shall 
not be disappointed. And that whosoever means anyone without 
distinction between Greek and Jew. For all have the same Lord, 
whose boundless resources are sufficient for all who turn to him 
in faith. ROMANS 10:10-12 


So we have come to know and trust the love God has for us. God 
is love and the one whose life is lived in love, does in fact live in 
God and God does in fact live in him (or Her). 1% JOHN 4:16 


It is only when we obey God’s laws that we can be quite sure that 
we really know God... never give your hearts to this world or to 
any of the things in it. 1 JOHN 2:2, 15 


The Law of Yahweh is perfect, 
refreshment to the soul 

the decree of Yahweh is trustworthy, 
wisdom for the simple. 

The precepts of Yahweh are honest, 
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joy for the heart 

the commandment of Yahweh is pure, 
light for the eyes 

The fear of Yahweh is pure, 

lasting forever 

the judgements of Yahweh are true, 
upright, everyone 

More desirable than gold 

even than the finest gold, 

his words are sweeter than honey 

that drips from the comb. PSALM 19:7-I10 


Introduction 


All things work together for good for those who love God. 
ROMANS 8:28 


Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved. 
ROMANS 10:13 


These two passages quoted above are the bedrock of my faith. My 
life has been a process of first holding these beliefs as intellectual con- 
victions and then finding them to be living, exciting truths that fill my 
reality. I have moved from a primal belief in God’s existence to pon- 
dering what did God’s existing mean for me in my life and then to a 
knowing that my continuing spiritual growth was being assisted by a 
force other than my will; mysteriously and incredibly I found that what 
I was seeking seemed to be seeking me. The beliefs of my father and 
also of my senior minister of 32 years which had impressed me indeli- 
bly, that we can experience God’s presence and God’s activity in our 
lives, became more and more a reality for me. As I believed in and then 
acknowledged and then asked for and then gave thanks for this myste- 
rious power that pervaded my life more and more — to heal me, guide 
me, inspire me, I understood the blessed assurance of my father and of 
my minister and the consequent ease with whith they met life’s events. 

Finally, with the advent of Nicholas, my son born with Down’s 


Syndrome, the growing conviction became transformed into an affec- 
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tive phenomenon. The moments of shock and crisis at this birth turned 
into transcendent moments, not of my own making. How was it pos- 
sible that the one whom my known, trusted, empirical world said was 
not whole, in fact, was making the mystery of life lucid for me? In the 
words of William James, I slowly became “filled with the joyous con- 
viction ... with the sense that all is ultimately well.” After Nick, I 
understood what Jonathan Edwards meant when he said, “After this, 
my sense of divine things gradually increased ... there seemed to be a 
calm, sweet cast or appearance of divine glory in almost everything.” So 
living became a greater and greater experiencing of the trust that I 
would be provided for, regardless of what seemed to be happening. In 
the one (Nick) I thought would be my nemesis, my undoing, my life 
in ruins, I found a wondrous experience of unconditional love. 

Iturned more and more to develop a relationship with the God who 
was giving me blessing where first I saw only despair. And through 
meditation and prayer, spiritual energy flowed more in to my life, pro- 
ducing real effects — in the phenomenal world. To better understand, I 
turned to the Scriptures which articulated and affirmed that God is all 
—in words I resonated to, I knew were true for me. As I meditate on 
Scripture and listen with my intuition, my sixth sense, I feel my heart 
and spirit opening; as Jung says, the Bible is a text for my soul. 

So as I seek to put together my theology in some understandable 
order (knowing that it is always evolving, with certain enduring 
themes), I must begin with the doctrine of God. And believing that 
God is in all, then of course, God will be in all of my doctrines. I find 
an inspiring theological companion in H. Richard Niebuhr. His 
description of God as the One beyond the many, his call to radical 
monotheism as opposed to henotheism really speaks to my heart. So 
his thoughts will show their influence as I define my theology. 

I feel particularly called to define myself as a radical monotheist as 
I learn of the tragic history and heritage of my Christian religion, and 
I grieve for the victims of those who maintained that Christianity was 
the one true religion, the one true way of salvation (Acts 4:12 — And 
there is salvation in no one else.). We know that the religious practices 
that frequently followed this belief have been not to tolerate (and in 
some instances, not let survive) those whose dogmas differ from Chris- 
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tianity. I see that God as one God for all people, but God’s will must 
be pluralism as we observe the diversity of religious beliefs and prac- 
tices in the world. As is said in Acts 10:37, In solemn truth I can see 
now that God does not discriminate between people but that in every 
nation the one who reverences God and does what is right, is acceptable 
to him. And also in PSALM 145: 


Yahweh is generous to all, 

His tenderness embraces all his creatures ... 
He is close to all who call upon him, 

all who call on him from the heart. 

He fulfills the desires of all who fear him, 
He hears their cry and he saves them. 
Yahweh guards all who love him. 


As [articulate my theology, I think of all of society and also espe- 
cially of Christians in society, so I can clarify for them and for me how 
I, as a believing Christian, am fervently a radical monotheist. God is a 
unity that cannot be said to be incarnate in one people and in their his- 
torical revelation; God transcends every particularity. Therefore the 
Cross and Resurrection are paradigms only for those who have chosen 
it. Other paradigms arising out of history also exist. 

As I proceed to delineate the doctrines which follow my doctrine of 
God, I will use passages from Older and Newer Testaments to inspire, 
clarify and point to the nub of each doctrine, for I find Scripture to be 
a record of my faith today regardless of when it was written; it speaks 
the truths that I experience in my twentieth century life. 

If I believe that God’s will is being done and that this will is a will- 
ing of goodness for all, to experience a transcendent momentary 
glimpse of this (as I have with Nick), then I believe what is ultimate is 
also here and now. So my doctrine of eschatology follows immediately 
after the doctrine of God. Luke quotes Jesus as saying, It is your 
Father’s good pleasure to give you the Kingdom. (LUKE 12:31). Jere- 
miah speaks God’s words: 


Then you will call upon me and come and Pray to me, 
and I will hear you. You will seek me and find me; 
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when you seek me with all your heart, I will be 
found by you, says the Lord. JEREMIAH 29:12-14 


Where do we look to find God; how can we know God? I will dis- 
cuss my doctrine of Revelation which will say God is in all; so the sub- 
sequent doctrines of Scripture and Nature will speak explicitly to how 
God reveals God’s self. When we undergo an experience of God’s pres- 
ence, we encounter Grace, which will be the next doctrine. The doctrines 
of Sin and Evil will follow, as I consider what occurs when one does not 
worship God as God. This refusal to see God in all — including in the 
enemy, including in our achievements, points to another main theme in 
my theology: our life must be one of surrender, of feeling absolutely 
dependent on God as the source of all that is. And God is able to make 
all grace abound toward you that ye, always having all sufficiency in all 
things, may abound to every good work. 11 CORINTHIANS 9:8 

However, our contemporary climate shows humans who wish to 
be master. We see many signs of the deification of humans and their 
needs. Our times are characterized by therapy, not religion. People do 
not have time or room for the Gospel in their lives because they are too 
busy getting their needs met, not knowing that their appetites are unap- 
peasable. We seek to feed our hunger, not by questing for salvation or 
by feeding Jesus’ sheep, but by seeking that which will give us the 
momentary illusion of personal well-being. Channels tell us how to 
create a good life for ourselves; countless workshops give clues to help 
us find our own psychic security, never mind how all this activity 
relates to our progeny, our ancestors, our connectedness to all creation. 
To live in a serving mode and meet someone else’s need over our own 
might be co-dependency! As Christopher Lasch described in The Cul- 
ture of Narcissism, love as self-sacrifice may strike the therapeutic sen- 
sibility to be injurious to personal well-being. I will go on to describe 
how God’s grace alone saves us from sin and evil. 

After all these doctrines which relate to God’s activity with human- 
ity (and all creation), I must then turn to Jesus in whose presence I 
believe God was manifested in the world. Jesus demonstrated a com- 
plete turned-towardness to God; he was utterly loyal to the call of the 
One, loyal even unto death. Though he was to be slain, yet did he trust 
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God. Jesus’ death on the cross shows me the victory of universal trust 
over suspicion; his utter faith in God’s life-dealing will in the face of 
empirical death has transforming, resurrecting power for me. 

And besides his death, Jesus’ life compels me to believe his was a 
way of life that is God’s will for us —a life of empathy, compassion and 
love for all — especially for those defined as unlovable by the dominant 
culture. So, with Jesus as the ultimate model, I look to other models 
(such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer) as I try to will to be the one for others. 
This commitment to live an empathic, compassionate life takes place 
on the plane of everyday living as I focus on an empathic response, 
whenever I am able to with all whom I encounter — waitresses, senior 
ministers, mentally ill people, etc. I also choose to encounter the under- 
dog, the dispossessed, the humiliated in a structured way in my life’s 
activities. My head may protest, but my heart tells me that my neigh- 
bor’s business is my business, and as Frederick Buechner writes, there 
can never be any real peace and joy for me until there is peace and joy 
for you as well. 

Finally I turn to the institution and the rituals that are meant to 
carry out and remind us of Jesus’ mission and ministry, the Christian 
church and sacraments. 


Sources 


For thou, O Lord, are my hope, my trust, O Lord 
from my youth. PSADM 71:5 


Let me describe my sources that are foundational for this confes- 
sion of my theology. I feel I know of God because God exists in my 
heart; my knowledge of God is intuitive, experiential and subjective. 
My response to my experience of God is one of Awe, Wonder, Praise 
and Worship. But worship of God must flow into actions for justice. 
My ultimate identity as God’s child is to mature spiritually into a kind 
of partnership with God to co-create the Kingdom of God on earth. 

My personal consciousness of God is of a God I see in the Bible — 
that is, a God who enters human history, who deals with humanity by 


judging (consequences occur when I sin), by deliverance and by bless- 
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ing —all of which activities are discerned in the everyday regularities of 
lite. The Bible is then a major source for my theology. Scripture opens 
up various traditions of God’s relating to various peoples, which keeps 
me from making my tradition the only true one. The Older Testament 
speaks provocatively to me to inspire my feeling of the omnipresence 
of God’s activity and of God’s desire for my just treatment of my 
neighbor. The Prophets, in particular, speak to me as they articulate the 
indissoluble connection between the way we love God and our neigh- 
bor, which is also the essence of Jesus’ teaching and life for me. I also 
look to the Psalms to hear of how God is in all, how all that is, is good, 
how I can trust God to redeem me. 

In the Newer Testament, I look to the words and acts of Jesus; the 
narratives of his life teach me to recognize God everywhere and that 
God’s rule is present wherever justice and compassion are displayed. 
Jesus’ open acceptance of all inspires my respect for religions other 
than my own. 

Some of the historical Christian theologians I look to for guidance 
include Augustine, who spoke of redemption for those whose orien- 
tation is towards God. He also contributed greatly in the area of theo- 
logical anthropology, writing of the human capacity for self- 
knowledge, introspection and transcendence. I look to mystics such as 
Julian of Norwich and Hildegard of Bingen to celebrate the blessings 
of God. Schleiermacher influences me in his articulation of religious 
self-consciousness as the unifying principle that holds together dis- 
parate beliefs about God, Christ and the ultimate ends of life. I appre- 
ciate his belief in God’s providence and the ethical implications of faith. 

The historical sources for my Congregational denomination have 
clearly influenced me. The treatises of Robert Browne (1582), the 
Savoy Declaration (165 4) and the Salem Covenant (1629) have shaped 
my loyalty to Jesus alone as the only head of my church. I pray for 
Christ’s spirit to inform me as I read the Bible. I obtain further guid- 
ance through fellow worshippers who are united to me in the same way 
we believe we are related to God — by our willing decision to enter into 
a covenant together. Just as my church is autonomous, responsible to 
no other ecclesiastical authority, so am I autonomous and self-reliant 
in my being, “a (king), a priest and a prophet under Christ to uphold 
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and further the Kingdom of God.” (Robert Browne). 

Among contemporary theologians whose thinking has influenced 
my theology are H.R. Niebuhr whose questions really speak to me 
(not on whose side is God but rather what is going on — how is God 
acting here — how can I answer God’s call?), and Rosemary Reuther, 
particularly in her incisive critique of the Christian church’s splitting 
of the prophesy/redemption paradigms, taking the Messiah for them- 
selves alone and leaving the call to repentance to the Jews, thereby rein- 
forcing anti-Semitism, found even in the Christian Scriptures. Other 
influential figures include Bonhoeffer with his definition of disciple- 
ship, Berdyaev with his emphasis on spirit vs. objectivization, William 
James, Matthew Fox, James Gustafson, Sally McFague, and Edward 
Schillebeeck. Jewish thinkers who feed my mind and spirit include 
Martin Buber, Barbara Myerhoff and most especially Abraham Hes- 
chel who writes that just to be is a blessing, just to live is holy. These 
last writers have taught me the Jewish concept of salvation of others 
without trying to define their identity for them. 

As a correlative critique to my theology, I look to tenets of disci- 
plines such as philosophy and psychology. I include concepts from 
Heidegger who asks the question of Da sein (what is human presence?) 
and Gabriel Marcel. I look also to key figures of existential, humanis- 
tic and transpersonal psychology — Maslow, Rogers, May, Fromm and 
Wilbur — psychologists who refer to how the experience of transcen- 
dence bears upon our experience of ourselves. The most meaningful 
experiences in my life have been those self-transcending moments that 
have led me to believe that the ultimate reality of life is gracious and 
trustworthy, which provides the basic orientation for my life. I also see 
therapy as one way in which God’s radical acceptance can be known. 

The theme of inversion (the last shall be first) has been reflected in 
my personal formative experiences (identity crisis at 31, birth of Nicky, 
father’s Alzheimer’s) as well as in the literature I love (by Alice Walker, 
Toni Morrison, Zora Neale Hurston) and also in the movement 


towards human rights (civil, women’s, of the mentally ill, of the poor, 
in Central America, etc.) 


The source for what I know to be true comes out of human experi- 


ence (personal, communal, plural) and also Judeo-Christian tradition. 
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My criterion is the life of Jesus. As a Biblical theologian, my basic 
methodology is liberal and revisionist with faith and experience as crit- 
ical correlatives. At the core of my theology is praxis: in what ways 
does my everyday life reflect my theology? 


God 
God the Creator 


Let them praise the name of the Lord! 
For he commanded and they were created. PsaLM 148:5 


God is the “divine determination of all things,” as says Schleierma- 
cher. In all that happens, God is active and working in an ongoing way 
to bring about wholeness. God as Lord takes all that we do and turns 
it into the service of God’s glory. There is no apparent evil that cannot 
be redeemed by God. As God is creator of all peoples, if we want to 
learn how God is active, we'd better be willing to listen to outsiders. To 
say God is one is to say (with James Sanders) that Reality has Integrity. 
So faith in God requires me to look for the blessing, or challenge, or 
gift that is in every moment. 

Everything we do provides us with an opportunity to participate in 
God’s purpose. Life does not just happen, but in all happenings, God 
is trying to tell us something of unspeakable importance, if only we will 
discern what lies beyond our immediate circumstances, if only we will 
pray for the openness and receptivity to encounter this divine activity. 
What a challenge and unspeakable wonder it is to enter into our daily 
tasks, believing they are divine tasks. With what unspeakable joy do 
we understand that in praying to make God’s will and our will the 
same, we will receive God’s eudokia, God’s pleasure. In striving to do 


God’s will we are surprised by joy, over and over. 


God as Governor 
The sum of thy word is truth; 
and every one of thy righteous ordinances 
endures forever. PsaLM 119:160 
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As Sovereign lord of all, God sustains what God creates. God does 
this by influencing all that happens, but as Charles Hartshorne says, 
God determines nothing in its particularity. God’s power is such that 
God did not create absolutely controlled creatures. John Cobb, Jr. 
expressed the intriguing thought that God’s activity is based upon 
responsiveness to creation. So while believing that God will provide 
and God’s will, will be done, I believe that how I, of my own free will, 
respond to the divine invitation to participate with God in bringing 
about God’s purpose, is crucial; my every action and inaction is of 
utmost significance. Berdyaev wrote that our existence from moment 
to moment enriches the divine life. 


God as Judge 
The Lord is just in all his ways. PSALM 145:17 


Because God’s will is an unconditional willing of good towards all 
creation, if our action hinders this willing in harmful, destructive ways, 
we are subject to God’s judgment as was testified to many times in the 
Bible. A parent knows that love exists with judgment. As God is One, 
God must be life-giving for all; if our ways are not consonant with inti- 
mations we receive of divine ordering, then there are consequences. On 
the other hand, what could be more divine than to know that one’s 
“missing the mark” will be judged by the One who is ultimately gra- 
cious. 


God as Redeemer 


In peace will I both lie down and sleep; 
for thou alone, O Lord, makest me dwell in safety. Psatm 4:8 


I believe with H. Richard Niebuhr that God is the center of values 
that sustain a universe that is radically good. This is a universe in which 
one can trust that God will save us if we are turned toward God. Jesus’ 
whole life was a disclosure of God’s ultimate trustworthiness. The 
Bible is filled with innumerable repetitions of God’s promises to save 


God’s people. 
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Can a woman forget her baby at the breast, 

feel no pity for the child she has borne? 

Even if these were to forget, 

I shall not forget you. 

Look, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands. 
ISAIAH 49:45 


These are words from a God who is unbounded love. He is water 
on our desert lives. He is full of compassion, slow to anger and of great 
mercy. PSALM 145 


God as Inversion 


For Yahweh loves his people, 
He will crown the humble with salvation. PsaLM 149 


As Sanders has noted, God has clearly betrayed a divine bias for the 
weak and dispossessed. The stories of Jesus receiving sinners and eating 
with them are God’s story. Historically we have seen that social orders 
have not survived which did not maximize conditions for full life for 
all members. As Cobb says, “If there is to be progress beyond limited 
ideals, the course of history ... must venture along the borders of chaos 
in its substitution for lower types of order.” 

God’s inversion works in our personal lives as well. As Niebuhr has 
written so eloquently, God is constantly surprising us and turning our 
world upside down: we find the self we love is not the one God loves; 
the neighbors we did not prize are God’s treasures. God requires of us 
the sacrifice of all we would cling to and grants us gifts we had not 
dreamed of. 

Our only hope is to remember to never absolutize either in how we 
think about God or how we define God’s will for us. God is a source 
of unrest; paradoxically it is only our faith that lets us be peacefully 
unpeaceful. 

In my experience of God as the One who will make meaning out of 
my seeming meaninglessness, as I experience particular moments of 
simultaneous transcendence and immanence, my response is one of 
unspeakable joy and gratitude. I respond with an overwhelming desire 
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to be faithful to God’s call to be God’s hands in the world. I pray to be 
“present to God’s presence” so God can enter my daily deeds. I come 
to my senses; I repent. When I make God of paramount importance, I 
do not experience a moment of mystical absorption and loss of iden- 
tity (Schleiermacher). Rather I find out who I am, and live as if “Mother 
is at home.” 


Eschatology 


... for soon my salvation will come and 
my saving justice be manifest. ISAIAH 56:1 


The word eschatology comes from the Greek word “eschata” — 
which means last things. In the Bible, this word is used to cover the 
description of the events at the end of the ages. In the Older Testament, 
we have seen clearly the firm belief of the Hebrews (particularly in the 
Psalms, for instance) that God is King. God’s sovereignty, which is an 
uneschatological fact, is emphasized over and over. However, as time 
went on it appeared that while God’s kingly rule was already existent, 
in another sense, God’s sovereignty was not fully manifested and 
would not be in this age. So a doctrine evolved which made God’s rule 
into an eschatological concept. Jews hoped and prayed for the reign of 
God over the whole world. 

The book of Isa1aH is replete with predictions and descriptions of 
the eschatological Kingdom of God: 


11:9 No harm will be done in all my holy mountain 


25:8 On this mountain, Yahweh will wipe away the tears 
from every cheek and take his people’s shame 
away everywhere on earth 


29:10 the eyes of the blind will see ... the tyrant 
will be no more, the scoffer vanished. 


51:8 my saving justice will last forever ~ 


55:12 Yes, you will go out with joy and be led 
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away in safety. And this will be fame for 


Yahweh, an eternal monument never to be effaced. 


It is clear that God’s holy mountain was not, at the time of Isaiah, 
nor at the time of Jesus, nor now, clearly revealed. Upright people 
perish, the faithful are taken off and not one takes it to heart (ISAIAH 
57:1). So if we believe that there is divine action in all things, then this 
divine element can only be dimly perceived and discerned. The full, 
ultimate revelation of God’s sovereignty will be a historical eschato- 
logical reality only at the end of our historical process. 

But I believe along with others such as H.R. Neibuhr that what is 
to become clear in the end, is not something new. God, whose rule may 
be hidden and whose rule will become manifest, is ruling now despite 
all hiddenness. 

The Hebrews knew this. Rabbis taught that the Kingdom of God 
is a reality that is present and effective whenever the rule of God is sub- 
mitted to by perfect obedience to God’s law. Isatau 58:9 says: 


If you do away with the yoke, 

the clenched fist and malicious word, 

if you deprive yourself for the hungry 
and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, 
your light will rise in darkness, 

and your darkest hour will be like noon. 
Yahweh will always guide you, 

will satisfy your needs in the scorched land; 
he will give strength to your bones 

and you will be like a watered garden, 
like a flowing spring 

whose waters never run dry. 


And also in Chapter 57:13: But whoever trusts in me will inherit 
the country; he will own my holy mountain. 

Jesus clearly made the connection between the coming of God’s rule 
and human conduct. As God acts in history, it seems clear that God’s 
rule will only become operational through the deeds of women and 
men. The wonder of Jesus is that he lived an eschatological life; he 
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seemed to interpret all actions upon him as though they were God’s 
actions (of creation, governing, judging, redeeming) and so responded 
to them as to respond to divine actions. 

Thus God’s activity was clearly manifested in Jesus’ teaching and 
ministry and life. He preached truth: the Kingdom of God is in the 
midst of you. Those who experienced Jesus’ response to them, experi- 
enced God’s love through Jesus, God’s redeeming grace. 

What does this mean for my existence? I ask Bultmann’s question: 
into what understanding of myself does this bring me? As Norman 
Perrin says, the teaching of Jesus means that God’s Kingdom 1s poten- 
tially-actually present in the personal experience of the believer. This 
Kingdom is related to my existential reality and through my life of faith 
and out of loyalty to God’s law, I can experience this Kingdom now. I 
can know that when I seem to be perishing, in fact I’m being saved, just 
as at the moment of Jesus’ death on the cross, he knew what was hap- 
pening was God’s will — My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
Jesus’ loyalty and turned-towardness to God remained to the point of 
death. This death on the cross does not deny the reality of death but 
rather it denies the finality of death; the grave is not victorious. 

To live in the faith that death is not my final end, is surely to live (as 
much as is humanly, finitely, mortally possible) on God’s holy moun- 
tain. My personal eschatology must be how to discover this holy 
mountain within mortal existence —as Reuther says, “how to name the 
Kingdom in the language of everyday life?” The Kingdom is not then 
a riddle to be solved (when will it come?) but a mission to be fulfilled 
through acts of justice and mercy, through metanoia, through trusting 
the One beyond the Many. God’s Kingdom exists in both the times of 
chronos and of kairos. 


Revelation 


For the invisible things of God from the 

creation of the world are clearly seen, 

being understood by things that are — 

made, even God’s eternal power and Godhead. ROMANS 1:20 
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I believe that the intention of divine power for human well-being is 
universal in scope. We perceive this divine intention through God’s 
revealing God’s self to us. Since we can only receive through our senses, 
we have received God’s revelation to us as it has been extended in time 
and space —i.e., historically. 

The events that are revelatory only point to the divine, which is 
ineffable, undefinable and eternal. In classical, epochal events and per- 
sons of revelation in history such as the Exodus, the Crucifixion and 
Resurrection and Buddha, Abraham and Jesus, God’s revelation is pro- 
found and overflowing with meaning that is permanent and ultimately 
inspirational. Yet even in these classic events, as in all other revelatory 
encounters, God is never revealed to us totally or immediately. 

Throughout the ages, we have discerned God’s presence and will 
for us revealed in the words and lives of great religious leaders. As God 
is One, there is a connectedness to all authentic religions; all major reli- 
gions play a part. As Rabindrinath Tagore said, “That which I value 
most in my religion ... I seek to find corroborated in its fundamental 
unity in other great religions.” 

I do not accept any claims by Christianity of exclusivity. Like 
Judaism, Hinduism, etc., it is one avenue to the divine, one particular- 
ity in human history through which the life of God has flowed. What 
makes Christianity different from other religious consciousnesses 1s 
the particular structure and quality of its consciousness. A Christian 
who affirms that God’s Word became flesh in Jesus may be making a 
unique claim and a true claim, but not the only true and unique claim. 

I confess I am a Christian because for me, Jesus is a revelation of 
God. I believe the community in which Jesus lived, met the Ultimate 
One and experienced God’s will for us in their experience of Jesus. 
After the revelation of God in Jesus, in Niebuhr’s words, “life has 
moved from new sources of strength and intelligibility, for which no 
other finite, created being can be substituted.” For me, the reality of 
God is experienced sweetly, clearly and movingly in Jesus who reveals 
to me that the ultimate that is bearing down on me has the quality of 
love. In attempting to lead a life inspired by Jesus, I am mysteriously 
sustained and led by God’s spirit. 

This ultimate bearing down of love also exists outside of Jesus; it 
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exists always: God’s revelation is permanently available and is not one 
that manifests itself only occasionally. God dwells in us, in others, in 
creation. God is transcendent but also immanent in our lives. God is 
present in hiddenness. But is God really hiding from us or do we hide 
from God? (“Adam, Where are you?”) As Heschel says, even one 
single hand can block out the entire sun. As Augustine says, “You 
(God) were with me, but I was not with you.” 

A profound revelatory moment occurs when one realizes one 1s 
known completely, utterly and for all time. 


Yahweh, you examine me and know me, 

and know when I sit, when I rise, 

You understand my thoughts from afar 

You watch when I walk or lie down, 

You know every detail of my conduct. PsaALM 139:1 


Sometimes our sinful side is revealed to us — often in projection of 
our Shadow side onto others, in dreams, etc. How painful and yet how 
unwise if we do not admit these revelations into our consciousness. 
Whom are we fooling, besides ourselves? What is happening may be — 
is surely — God’s blessing. 

What is also revealed is that we are judged by the One who is ulti- 
mately gracious, and that we are forgiven, and that we are ultimately 
loved. When revelations such as these occur to us, we are better able to 
focus our attention on God’s abiding presence with us and within us, 
and God’s power and presence become more and more apparent. 

We cannot create revelation, although we can pray to be more sen- 
sitive, more open, more discerning. We cannot comprehend revelation 
through analysis or reason alone but rather through awe. Awe enables 
us to sense intimations of the divine in the common, to see that the vis- 
ible world is part of a spiritual universe from which it draws its chief 
significance. Our capacity to respond to revelation can be nurtured or 
neglected. Prayer and meditation are the avenues through which we 
can cultivate responsiveness. 

Through prayer, it occurs to us that we arerevelation ourselves; we 
are a dwelling place of the divine. God seeks to manifest God’s truth in 
concrete ways and cannot do so without our actions. Revelation awak- 
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ens our sense of unity with God, and we feel a new zest, a sense of 
sweetness and expectation that permeate our everyday life; we look at 
the order of nature as ongoing miracle and beauty. We feel “an assur- 
ance of safety ... and a preponderance of loving affections.” (James). 
We feel called to help God bring the realm of human destiny into divine 
harmony in which the good of all is sought by all, in which one person’s 
suffering becomes my suffering. 


Scripture 


All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful 

for teaching the faith and correcting errors, 

for re-setting the direction of a (hu)man’s 

life and training him (or her) in good living. 11 TIMOTHY 3:15 


For me, the Bible is sacred scripture and is an authoritative basis of 
how I perceive God’s revelation of God’s self. As I confess God to be 
a God of human history, then this God must have a story. The Bible is 
God’s story; it is full of God’s actions as God relates to humanity — 
through creating, electing, judging, guiding, sustaining, redeeming, re- 
creating. In the stories of the relationships in the Bible — parent-child, 
husband-wife, leader-follower, I perceive ways in which God also 
relates to me. In the tales that illustrate my forebears’ deep, primordial 
cravings, yearnings and bonds, | identify my own yearnings. 

In the text of the Bible, we hear proclaimed what God has done, and 
we read of attempts (successful and failed) of our ancestors to remain 
faithful. The words that describe the encounter of Humanity with God 
seem sacred, possessing spiritual power and truth. 

The Bible did not appear at once, magically from God’s hand. The 
writing of the books of the Bible and the lengthy canonization process 
took place within communities of faith. Even the prophets who 
claimed to be able to quote God directly in fresh revelation also quoted 
earlier core traditions of the community to validate their message. We, 
too, need the aid of our community of faith, both historical and con- 
temporary, in order to interpret the Bible for us. 

To uncover authentic meaning, we utilize critical procedures. 
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Forms and source criticism have shown that the material for the Bible 
was formulated and collected to meet the needs and the problems of 
the community of faith at that time. We study the social-political con- 
texts of the writers’ time. We discern through redaction criticism the 
theological points the authors inserted in order to illuminate the beliefs 
and praxis of their communities. 

As a contemporary interpreter, I also approach the text within my 
context. I raise my specific questions that evoke particular interpreta- 
tions. I agree with Sanders that one’s view of God is axiomatic in how 
one reads a Biblical passage. So I must seek to interpret Scripture in an 
open manner, welcoming input from people of different backgrounds 
and personal experiences in order that my presuppositions and preju- 
dices be lifted up and corrected. 

What is in the Bible is what members of believing communities 
repeated over and over and over. This Scripture is (as says Sanders) 
canonical because its words have proved adaptable and relevant to the 
ongoing lives of communities. For every assertion, one can find a con- 
traposition; thus the canon contains its own self-corrective apparatus. 
As Sanders says, “It contains the seed of redemption of any abuse of 
it.” And Phyllis Trible has described it thus: “All scripture is a pilgrim 
wandering through history engaging in new settings and ever refusing 
to be locked in the box of the past.” 

Just as the Bible has provided answers for the quest of our ances- 
tors as to who they were and what they were to do in relation to God, 
it also gives me direction to answer those questions for me; the Bible is 
multivalent, capable of saying different things to different people at dif- 
ferent times. The Bible can be characterized as stories full of adaptable 
wisdom on how to live at my time. The one universal theme underly- 
ing all the stories is God’s call to us to monotheize. 

The Bible helps me relate to who I am in relation to God. As I med- 
itate on Scripture, I acquire a fresh, spiritual way of thinking. In read- 
ing Jesus’ story, I perceive a definitive revelation of God out of which 


arises an ethical mandate for my life. The Bible becomes God’s personal 
letter to me, saying: = 
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Come to me, heedfully listen that 

you may have life. So shall my word be 

that goes forth from my mouth; it 

shall not return to me void but shall 

do my will, achieving the end for 

which I sent it. ISAIAH 55:3 


In meditating on scripture, I discern God’s will for me; I learn how 
to orient my world toward God. 


Nature 


I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made. Marvelous are thy works, and 
that my soul knoweth right well. PSALM 139:4 


IT agree with H. Richard Niebuhr that humans are primarily related 
beings. We are radically dependent upon the rest of nature — both his- 
torically as an evolved species and also in an ongoing way for our sur- 
vival. Thus we must acknowledge and respect and develop our kinship 
with all of creation. As we work to create the world into our home with 
our labor, we need to diminish our anthropomorphic view of creation 
and focus on being good stewards, keeping an awareness that we are 
“borrowing the earth for our children.” 


For since the beginning of the world the 
invisible attributes of God, e.g. his eternal 
power and deity, have been plainly discernable 
through things which he has made and 


which are commonly seen and known. ROMANS 1:20 


This passage is replete with implications for the nature of our rela- 
tionship with the rest of God’s creation; we need humility, awe, cele- 
bration and a desire to revere and learn from the world outside of our 
self. 

Humans are also related beings in terms of space and time. We each 
have a history that is personal with specific cultural roots. We are part 
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of universal society, but we exist in a particular society. All that we 
think, invent or say comes from a relative context; nothing occurs ex 
nihilo. 

We are who we are in relation to other people. Niebuhr says, “the 
self is a being which comes to knowledge of itself in the presence of 
other selves.” 

We are also who we are in relation to ourselves. The human psyche 
is a system of energies ina field of consciousness. The ego is the center 
of our conscious personality. But, along with Carl Rogers, I believe we 
are also organisms striving to actualize ourselves more and more, and 
how we do this is by increasing our sense of consciousness. We have 
within ourselves vast resources for self-understanding through prayer- 
ful devotion to the quest of finding God in all — nature, history, fellow 
sisters and brothers, our enemy — we no longer live lives of conditional 
responses to what happens to us. We come to understand that we are 
more than the sum of our parts. We experience moments of transcen- 
dence in which we glimpse what it means that we were made in God’s 
image. 

Those moments of transcendence steal upon us unexpectedly — 
while listening to music, watching our child’s face light up with wonder 
in response to the love that is in gifts we have given them, watching 
God’s splendor demonstrated in the sky, being treated unexpectedly 
with excessive kindness. We cannot live in these moments. But we can 
live with the quiet assurance that what is given in these moments is 
what is true — that we are spiritual, transcendent beings, and that in our 
growth as human beings we are being assisted by a force other than our 
conscious will. 

We come to know that our sense of being an autonomous, self-suf- 
ficient self is an illusion and serves to reinforce our sense of inauthen- 
ticity. We come to a deep appreciation for those unexpected turns in 
our lives when we could not hold on to the self we thought we were. 
We slowly lose our determination to be in control. We learn to live 
without a why. 

Thus, most basically, we are who we are —in relation to God — which 
as Heschel says, “constitutes the essential meaning of life.” In seeking 
an awareness of our relatedness to God who is acting in all actions, who 
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is ruling now in spite of hiddenness, we learn to live in each moment, 
concentrated and consecrated, without regard for the fruits of our 
action. We live in the willingness to always let go of who we thought 
we were — knowing that the course of events favors us. We hear God’s 
invitation to give up our obsession with our life’s meaning and our 
identity to join in God’s cosmic dance. We solve the paradox of being 
formed out of the dust of the earth as well as in God’s image as we pray 
for God’s help to respond in our finite, human way to the events of our 
lives as if they were divine intentionality — which they are. 


Grace 


And God 1s able to make all grace abound toward 
you, that ye, always having sufficiency in all 
things, may abound to every good work. 11 CORINTHIANS 9:8 


If I believed God has created all and is in everything, then if I truly 
view life as the process and activity of God in the world, I know grace. 
As Boff says, “Grace is a mode of being that things take on when they 
come into contact with the love of God and are suffused with (God’s) 
mystery.” 

Grace comes unexpectedly, as a surprise. I am startled and amazed 
when I unexpectedly detect God’s reflection where I expected to see 
mere human activity. Whether I’m aware of it or not, grace is present 
in all human experience, illumining the divine dimension in everyday 
life. Occupied with the sands of daily living, we become aware of the 
vast mystery in store. Grace is excessive. The words and life of Jesus, 
who was the embodiment of grace, speak of excessive compassion. 
Grace answers our basic paradoxical need: we can only be satisfied by 
what is more than we can hold. And grace is the “more.” Grace occurs 
when we are struck that our lives and everything in them 1s a gift. 

Grace can also include God’s judgment. What is amazing and reliev- 
ing is that I come to understand the feeling of freedom there is in know- 
ing that I (in my sinful nature) am known and judged by God who is 
ultimately gracious and who wills ultimate goodness for me. 

I cannot take or make a moment of grace, but I can prepare in 
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myself a predisposition to anticipate possible grace in any given 
moment. I find grace has occurred when I’ve asked the contextual 
question of “What’s going on here?” and it occurs to me that God is 
involved in what’s going on — perhaps even in the “wicked” Assyrians 
or servants of Pharoah! The moment of acknowledging of the divine 
entails my turning toward God. Grace is what allows me to do the 
turning. I am free to do good; I am free to do evil. Grace enables me to 
choose the “turned toward God” thing. I become aware of my ten- 
dency to ignore divine intention and respond to the finite as if it were 
only finite which would be the “turned away from God” thing. And I 
repent — I turn —- through grace. Those who turn to the Lord are saved, 
and so grace is what saves me. 

When I turn to God, I can better revere God as God and the sin of 
my holding myself in improper relationship is diminished. My ten- 
dency to close down and to be separate is transformed into a mode of 
openness. I can better behold the difference in the other and don’t need 
to define it as “wrong” because it is different from me, in order to rein- 
force my sense of security. My self-centered tendencies diminish. When 
these barriers to seeing the oneness, the unity of creation are lowered, 
I may find myself in crisis. But instead of feeling threatened by the 
crisis, I feel steadied, hopeful, and in fact, liberated from elements that 
I divine are hostile to what could be a saving encounter. If I keep faith 
that God’s grace is incarnated in deceptive, difficult and possibly pain- 
filled circumstances, I then will not deny this encounter but try to expe- 
rience it, move through it and liberate my old self into a new self. 

What is my response to sensing my life to be grace-filled? I am led 
to bear witness to God’s kingdom as I know it. I prepare myself to be 
a welcoming place for grace, to be a fertile ground to receive grace by 
being a disciplined, loving person. I am inspired to freely give because 
I freely receive. I seek to nurture life in all of creation, especially the 
spiritual life of my fellow creatures. I look to salute the divine in the 
other as this is the only way I will ever be able to love my enemy. 

Most basically, I live a life of immense gratitude for the knowledge 
I have through God’s grace that even when Lam experiencing death, 
God is offering me life. 
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Sin and Evil 


See I have set before thee this day life 
and good, death and evil ... choose life. 
DEUTERONOMY 30:15, 19 


A self-examining person knows his or her sinful nature. We are well 
aware in our heart of hearts of our built-in tendencies to put ourselves 
first, to rationalize, to grumble, to feel martyred by trying to always 
put others first. James Gustafson summarizes these tendencies by 
defining sin as “the disordering of proper relationships” which then 
may result in injury to creation. In an improper relating, I can upset the 
harmony of God’s creation by not acting in a way to help sustain and 
develop the lives of others and myself. 

We are clearly free to act out our improper relationships. As Hes- 
chel says, we are always faced with the choice of listening either to God 
or to the snake. I agree with Jung that we all have a shadow side that can 
develop into actualized sinning if we repress and suppress our sense of 
this dark side. With acknowledgment of our shadow side — that we are 
urged to commit sin — then the demonic forces do not control us. 

So we can change God’s good world into an evil one as a result of 
our sinful way of living in it. We have perpetuated evil structures in 
society — of racism, sexism, economic injustice, etc. both by active cre- 
ation of these and equally by passive acceding to these structures. As 
Wiesel says, neutrality in the face of evil is perhaps the most culpable 
sin. 

We also know that evil exists outside of human action - destruction 
that occurs with happenings in nature such as earthquakes, hurricanes, 
etc. If God is in all, God is in these events. How this is remains ambigu- 
ous and a mystery to me. 

The basic sin for human kind is not to worship God as God — as 
being Creator of all. Sin is forgetting that everything is a gift from God. 
By our very nature, which is finite, we experience feelings of insecu- 
rity, discontent, anxiety, inferiority. We invent security for ourselves 
outside of God; we live as if we belong to ourselves, finding something 
other than God to make us happy. But as Augustine says, our souls are 


restless until they rest in God. 
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So the ultimate sin is refusing to trust God, to trust that God can 
redeem all evil. Having forsaken forceful intervention, having given us 
free will, God is impotent to prevent the atrocities we commit upon 
each other. And yet, God is in all that exists. As Niebuhr says, there is 
no evil in the city but the Lord has done it (The Responsible Self): 
“there is no action in the whole extent of actuality in which the uni- 
versal intention, the meaning of the One beyond the many 1s not pre- 
sent.” So where is God when evil is present? This is indeed a challenge 
to try to discern God’s activity in all natural and historical events. 
God’s role may be that of judging. Adam’s story tells us there are limits 
that cannot be transgressed without consequences. God’s unimpeach- 
able willing of goodness for all will not be denied; if we do not find 
proper ways to assent to God’s divine ordering, we and our world live 
at peril. 


Woe to those who enact unjust decrees, 

who compose oppressive legislation 

to deny justice to the weak 

and to cheat the humblest people of fair judgment, 

to make widows their prey 

and to rob the orphan. 

What will you do on the day of judgment 

when disaster comes from far away? ISAIAH I10:1-3 


In the end God’s role as redeemer is ultimate. As Schleiermacher 
says, evil is real and is really malevolent, but in the end it will be 
defeated and made to serve God’s good purpose. There is no amount 
of evil God cannot redeem. We must live with absolute trust in God’s 
trustworthiness that if we call upon God, God will save us; my indi- 
vidual crucifixion can be transformed into resurrection. To surrender 
to this dependence is the vital turning point of life. By moving from the 
ragged edge of ego consciousness, we acknowledge as Weil says, “In 
my ‘I’ there is no source of energy by which I can rise.” The only way 
to defeat sin is to confess who we really are by admitting who is the 
source of our being and thus turning to God for guidance. 
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Jesus 


The (one) who is following God’s will is part 
of the permanent and cannot die. 1 JOHN 2:17 


For me, as for people of his time and down through the ages, Jesus 
evokes an awareness of God; I believe through his presence, God was 
manifested in the world. Returning to the story of the life and ministry 
of Jesus over and over has been fruitful and inspirational for me. 
Through accounts of his life I know more of the power that bears down 
upon me and sustains me. I believe that in the actions of Jesus the rad- 
ical sovereignty of God has been given a historical likeness. Jesus shows 
me that God is a God of human history who speaks and relates to 
people in history; in Jesus’ acts God’s lordship is not abstract, unde- 
finable nor beyond my human understanding. 

How can I say that in Jesus, God’s lordship has been mediated to 
historical beings? I believe it is because Jesus did not just talk about 
God and God’s rule. Where Jesus appeared, God’s rule was revealed as 
actually being realized, bringing healing, wholeness, liberation. Jesus’ 
ministry did not just proclaim a promise of salvation, but actually was 
a concrete tender of salvation then and there. To be close to Jesus was 
to experience a saving good. Jesus’ tidings of joy — that captives will be 
released, the sick healed, the unredeemed made whole were actual facts. 
Jesus disclosed to human kind what was necessary to liberate them 
from their particular circumstances of oppression. In his identification 
with those undergoing fear and distress, his communication with them 
released them from their self-estrangement and restored them to them- 
selves. In his going about doing good, Jesus provided a concrete taste 
of God’s kingdom. His orthopraxis was the human manifestation of 
God’s universal saving love. 

Jesus as a particular Jew, reflecting Jewish tradition (such as Rabbi 
Hillel), illustrated in his life that the heart of the universe is unqualified 
love, a willing of good for all. Jesus’ God is a father who looks after 
people. Jesus instructs his disciples to pray to God as “abba” — indi- 
cating the intimate tender relationship of child to father. In Jesus’ con- 
duct, I see manifested a vision of the wholeness of all; all are invited to 
the feast of joy. There can be no categorization of insider/outsider. 
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Thus the way of God’s kingdom is not the way of the world which is 
characterized by dualistic and hierarchical relationships of power. 

Rather Jesus demonstrated a total concern for relationships of rad- 
ical mutuality in which we love each other as we love ourselves. I 
believe this is the end of all religion — it enables us to truly care for 
others. As Jesus brought relationships of mutuality to life by his radi- 
cal acts of love (eating with the unclean, the socially despised, religious 
outcasts, washing his disciples’ feet, etc.), the world of hierarchical rela- 
tionships of power was so threatened that Jesus was put to death. As 
McFague states, “The cross epitomized the retribution that comes to 
those who give up controlling and triumphalist postures in order to 
relate to others in mutual love.” 

I believe that Jesus had a self-understanding that the consequences 
of his way of living a life of loving service and solidarity with outcasts 
would bring about his death. Thus he was truly the man for others in 
life and in death. His willingness to die for that was the consequence of 
living a life obedient to God, and this demonstrates his faith in the 
absolute trustworthiness of God. Despite empirical appearances to the 
contrary, we are assured of a meaningful and redeemed future. Even 
death does not vanquish us; faithfulness to God redeems us to life, 
which conquers death. Thus Jesus’ life arouses in me unconditional 
faith in this God who can turn my every fear into hope. 

So Jesus is at the center of my religious understanding. lam empow- 
ered, informed, judged and sustained by Jesus’ “incarnation of theo- 
centric piety and fidelity.” (James Gustafson). I see Jesus’s ministry and 
life as an embodiment of what God is requiring and enabling me to do. 
I believe an understanding of Jesus is universal in its applicability to the 
human situation, but this is in no way an exclusivistic understanding. 
To interpret Jesus as the definitive and exclusive demonstration of 
God’s grace would be to deny his (and God’s) promise that all who turn 
to the Lord (with or without Jesus) will be saved. 

I continue to be at heart a radical monotheist, maintaining that God 
alone is God and God alone is absolute. The story of Jesus is a classic 
instance, as McFague says, “symbolizing critical dimensions of the 
relationship between God and the world.” Albeit a man in history, 


Jesus was an epochal person whose life presents an excess and perma- 
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nence of meaning that does not yield to ultimate explanation. While 
God’s presence and redeeming grace has been reflected in other classic 
events (e.g. the exodus) for other times and for other people, for me (as 
David Tracy describes) it is through Jesus that my basic faith in the One 
which is manifested always and everywhere, is rendered more com- 
prehensible, more concrete and more compellingly clear. So if I say that 
Jesus is God, I am not making a metaphysical proclamation about 
Jesus’ person but rather am proclaiming my own attitude toward him. 


Church 


For whenever two to three people 
have come together in my name, I am 
there, right among them! MATTHEW 18:20 


The Christian church began as a community that felt called to 
answer Jesus’ question: Who do you say I am? The primitive church 
responded by witnessing in word and deed to a conviction that Jesus 
was an instrument of God’s saving grace. Their belief and hope was that 
they could be a locus of divine presence and an instrument of saving 
presence also. They sought to be an ekklesia, an assembly, a community 
of the Spirit which derived itself from the creative work of the Spirit 
and which sought to be a modality of divine activity in which God 
dwelled and which God empowered. The church sought to be a com- 
munity of the people of God in which there was a shared symbol 
system, a fellowship, a sense of belonging to a group that wanted to 
participate in the Kingdom that Jesus spoke of. So these early Chris- 
tians sought to adopt Jesus’ radical way of living which meant express- 
ing solidarity and reciprocity with the excluded ones of the community. 

However, as the church evolved, there came to be a shift from 
praxis, a way of living, to ideology, a way of believing. As Beverly Har- 
rison says, “Slowly being Christian ceased to mean living radically 
under the conditions of God’s reign and came to imply believing cer- 
tain things about Jesus.” — namely that no one comes to the Father 
except through Jesus. According to eminent Christian figures such as 
Augustine and Cyprian, there was no salvation outside the church 
which was understood as a community of believers who confessed that 
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Jesus was the Son of God; and this meant the One and Only Church, 
ruled by the Pope. Later, the Reformation challenged the unity, holi- 
ness and apostolicity of this one church in the West. The Enlighten- 
ment challenged the supernatural, suprahistorical nature of the church, 
and churches came to be seen as relative institutions — finite and defi- 
nitely fallible. 

The church of my Congregational denomination holds little credi- 
bility in the church as institution but chooses to define itself as a com- 
munity which has bonds because they choose to be a covenanted group 
of people, covenanting with God and with each other in order to walk 
in God’s ways as they are revealed according to Scripture. My church 
informs me as to my right of private judgment (with my minister as 
pastor and teacher) and calls me to a sense of my own integrity before 
God. I feel liberated from dogmatism and ecclesiastical authority and 
thus feel free to worship, to enjoy fellowship that is based on love and 
mutual respect, and to serve. The focus of my worship experience is to 
give expression to my intense feelings of thanksgiving and adoration 
in response to my sense that God’s eternal spirit is bearing witness with 
my individual spirit, and that all my power comes from God’s power. 
I seek to respect the right of each individual to his or her particular def- 
inition of Spirit. So I feel intolerant with intolerance. 

In the particular definition of Spirit in the Congregational church, 
we believe that Jesus illumined best the ways of God, so he is our 
supreme teacher and guide. What we must ask is how are we a wit- 
nessing community to his way of life? I believe (in the words of May 
Potter Engel) we need to be a “community of those who have self-con- 
sciously committed ourselves to work with the grace of God for the 
wholeness of the world.” We need to be inspired at church to be God’s 
hands and feet in the world. The church should motivate us to be min- 
isters. The Newer Testament word for ministry is diakonia, which 
means service. Luke 4:28 tells us that service means healing the broken- 
hearted, preaching deliverance and setting captives at liberty. The 
church and its members must express their faith in action by working 
to eliminate the conditions of a society which create poor, imprisoned, 


and broken-hearted people. Our call to worship must be a call to 
metanoia. 
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Sacraments 


... do this in remembrance of me. LUKE 22:19 


The traditional definition of sacrament is that it is the outward and 
visible sign of an inward and invisible grace. When we perform a ritual 
that symbolizes a specific, exemplary action of Jesus, we are conjoined 
with Christians of two thousand years who have experienced these 
same sacraments as signs which remind others and ourselves of Jesus’ 
unconditional trust in the victory of God. Traditionally, sacraments 
have been considered efficacious only when performed in and by the 
church acting through its recognized agents. 

For Protestants, there are only two sacraments — baptism and Com- 
munion. Christian baptism is rooted in the ministry of Jesus, as it is 
recorded in the Bible that he chose to be baptized in the Jordan in sol- 
idarity with sinners who had heeded John the Baptist’s cry to repent 
and be baptized as the mark of a complete change of heart and of the 
forgiveness of sins. Marx 1:4. Matthew tells us that Jesus, after his res- 
urrection, told his disciples to go and make disciples of all the nations 
and baptize them... MATTHEW 28:28. The practice of baptism by the 
apostolic church from its earliest days is attested to in the New Testa- 
ment as a rite of commitment to God who bestows God’s grace on 
God’s people. In my church experience, infants are baptized, so the 
baptism cannot be a momentary experience of grace but rather indi- 
cates, on the part of the parents and godparents, a dedication to a life- 
long growth of this individual into Christianity. 

The second sacrament, Holy Communion, is the re-enactment of 
Jesus’ Last Supper. The Greek word for this, eucharist, means thanks- 
giving, and my experience in church has been to focus on this ritual as 
a time to give thanks for God’s action in Jesus. As I remember Jesus’ 
last supper on earth, I am reminded of his life of faithfulness, even unto 
death. 

To “take and eat” in remembrance of Jesus is to remember that Jesus 
died in consummate witness to his life. The Biblical description of this 
last supper of Jesus indicates it was a liturgical meal, employing sym- 
bolic actions and words. So it becomes, for us, a sacramental meal 
whereby visible signs communicate to us God’s love in Jesus, the love 
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by which Jesus lived a life in which fear was conquered and replaced by 
joy. In this meal of communion with Jesus, we and the church are nour- 
ished, and our commitment to participate in helping to bring God’s law 
to our world is renewed and strengthened. We re-commit ourselves to 
live lives of trust and hope and remember our covenant with God — that 
God will keep God’s promises to us and we will live lives that aim to 
manifest a faithful presence in our world. 

The re-enactment of the Last Supper is a symbolic action that is a 
drama uniting story and action. It mediates to our spirit the life of Jesus 
by means of physical re-presentation of the Word of God that is 
beyond conceptualization, definition, verbal expression. The whole 
person is engaged through actions that bring into play the bodily senses 
as well as the inner workings of mind and spirit. I realize how things of 
the senses (bread and grape juice) are de-emphasized in my tradition 
(the Congregationalists replaced the Communion altar with the 
pulpit). So for me, the words spoken in the Communion liturgy (as 
well as the sitting quietly) feel most holy. The words used with liturgy 
are ritualized words that point to our church’s long past, guaranteeing 
the constancy of our proclamation. We may experience a rare moment 
of personal integration with our personal past and our ancient past, as 
described by Barbara Myerhoff (Number Our Days). “when early 
memories stored in the body are triggered by the enactment of ancient 
long-known ethnic ritual gesture.” 

Finally, sacraments take place in the corporate life of the church; 
they demonstrate the interaction between the one and the many in 
community. I am most appreciative of the participation by the entire 
congregation at every baptism and communion, in speaking aloud this 
reaffirmation of their faith in God’s faithfulness and their pledge to 
provide environments of witness and service in their lives. 


Conclusion 


Did you not know? Had you not heard? 
Yahweh is the everlasting God, 

he created the remotest parts of the earth. 
He does not grow tired or weary, 
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his understanding is beyond fathoming. 

He gives strength to the weary, 

he strengthens the powerless. 

Youths grow tired and weary, 

the young stumble and fall, 

but those who hope in Yahweh will regain their strength, 

they will sprout wings like eagles, 

though they run they will not grow weary, 

though they walk they will never tire. ISAIAH 40:27-31 


God 1s calling me. God is always building a relation with me. The 
way to know God is to let God tell me who God is. I can trust God’s 
promises that God will pour God’s spirit unto me. I can allow myself 
to be unfolded by God, as is the rose. I can believe that all that happens 
to me is for me to see God’s glory. I can believe the ground I’m stand- 
ing on now is holy. I can believe God is working in me right now and 
always to bring me to new life. I can believe God works God’s grace 
through human sinfulness. Living in the ambiguity of reality, I can pray 
that the will of the One who alone is the Integrity of reality, be done. 
My deepest prayer must be for radical surrender to God who is my 
source. If I can name the burning desire in me to be a desire for that 
surrender, then I may learn to know that this surrender, this release 
may lead me to live “a life of Jubilee.” (Sanders). 
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God at Work Within Us, 
Creating Holy Wholeness 
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DO NOT CEASE TO GIVE THANKS for you, remembering you 
| Es my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and of revela- 
tion in the knowledge of God, having the eyes of your heart 
enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which God 
has called you, what are the riches of God’s inheritance in the 
saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of God’s power in 
us who believe, according to the work of God’s might. 

EPHESIANS I:I5—-19 


It may be that at the moment of birth, an infant comes into the 
world whole, but from the moment he or she begins interacting with 
the environment to get needs met, the potential for the breakdown of 
this wholeness exists. It’s also true that many babies are born with 
genetic defects, problems stemming from neglect or abuse by their 
mothers during pregnancy, due to alcohol intake, smoking, anemia, and 
the like. In short, conditions leading persons into dysfunction are rife 
both in this world and even before birth. 

So many factors contribute to human dysfunction: physiological, 
inadequate parenting, cultural, societal, sociat'and economic oppres- 
sion are but a few of the significant variables. The dysfunctional adult 
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is often unaware of the determinant effect his or her past and the con- 
ditioning he or she underwent during this past, has on his or her behav- 
ior. Without psychotherapeutic intervention, the dysfunctional 
individual may live in bondage to effects of his or her conditioning that 
remain unconscious to him or her. This bondage will be broken only 
when what was unconscious is made conscious, and the past is remem- 
bered and re-membered. 

A key motif characterizing dysfunction is the inability or unwill- 
ingness to experience all feelings. Certain feelings (be they anger or love 
or whatever) are denied, suppressed, or repressed. Not to be in touch 
with feelings creates a situation of emotional stress, and somatic symp- 
toms often result. If one is unable to acknowledge certain feelings, one 
cannot express or communicate them nor can one act on them appro- 
priately. Further outcomes can include an incapacity for emotional inti- 
macy or for satisfying personal relationships. A dysfunctional person 
may be in emotional pain, experiencing inappropriate fear, guilt or 
anger or may have been unable to confront fear or guilt. 

Essentially, someone suffering dysfunction denies the truth about 
her experiences, her reality. He may have a distorted sense of himself, 
along with an unrealistic assessment of his potentialities and limita- 
tions. All this leads to the emergence of defenses which keep the person 
closed off and guarded against his deepest self. Distrusting herself, she 
will also feel that other people are threatening and unknowable. Life is 
filled with multitudinous unpredictable and fearful circumstances. 

Although at first glance, the dysfunctional individual’s world may 
appear absolutely irrational and chaotic, William Rogers in his article 
entitled “Order and Chaos in Psychopathology and Ontology” points 
out that the dysfunctional individual has created a very closely ordered 
reality through which she may avoid an accurate perception of events 
or experiences which might be too anxiety-producing; he writes: “ ... 
the dysfunction is an attempt to achieve a personal, idiosyncratic order 
which will enable one to feel more comfortable.”! This person simply 
denies experiences that do not fit her defensive frame of reference. 
Other significant factors characteristic of dysfunction include a sense of 
meaninglessness, loss of identity and helplessness. In the end, perhaps 
itis the absence of hope that most fundamentally typifies dysfunction. 
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In considering the journey a dysfunctional person makes from dys- 
function to wholeness, we can say that the steps taken to create whole- 
ness are also those needed by all of us (all of whom suffer dysfunctional 
periods from time to time) to maintain wholeness. In essence, that 
process aids the person in reincorporating the conflicting and chaotic 
elements of his inner and outer world back into accurate awareness. 
Often a psychotherapeutic relationship provides the context for chang- 
ing how one experiences her reality. Better understanding and insight 
come out of this process. We are enabled to make sense of our experi- 
ences in the world and have a more accurate sense of reality. We can 
develop an increasingly broad frame of orientation which will include 
wider realities of our total feelings. We will be better able to acknowl- 
edge our shadow side. 

Often it is a revelation (which may come about in therapy or in 
other ways as well) that helps us answer the need we have had to inter- 
pret what has been going on since birth. My revelation came with 
understanding how I was a prisoner of childhood, cast in a caretaking 
mode by being raised by (or rather raising) a narcissistic mother. To 
know and acknowledge this started ripples that keep widening in my 
bag of self-knowledge and consequent repertoire of chosen behaviors. 
A later revelation (told by my sister’s therapist to me) that I was 
“mean” was at first horrifying and then more and more freeing for me. 
Acknowledging that secretly loathed self that I had been afraid of 
facing meant the fear of being mean would lose its control over me. As 
a “peacenik,” I acknowledge my warlike feelings. When these disturb- 
ing feelings erupt, I feel less afraid that I will act them out. 

A whole person has what Erikson labels “ego-identity”; this sense 
of identity is always in process, but it means that one has a pervasive 
inner sense of self, of being a unity and being valued. One has an 
“accrued confidence that one’s ability to maintain inner sameness and 
continuity 1s matched by the sameness and continuity of one’s mean- 
ing for others.”? 

The whole person is a realized person and knows himself in the 
Socratic sense. She is truthful to herself and to others even if it seems 
that truth may bring rejection, inconvenience or possibly danger. In 
knowing his real self, he is willing to act out that real self, knowing 
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what’s worth living for and what’s worth dying for, for him. 

The whole person has a relation of integrity with oneself. One is 
aware of and receptive to one’s innermost self. One is one’s own person 
when one is detached from the world’s ideas of what is good. Having 
integrity, one is integrated — being consistent in what one thinks, 
believes, says, feels, does. One acts wholeheartedly, with there being 
consistency between inner experience and outer expression. 

At the core of this person’s inward feelings are a sense of fortitude 
and safety as well as self-trust and self-respect. This person has built a 
bond of trust with his own self. He taps his own inner depths and is 
open to primary thought processes and inward directives. He does not 
believe that anything outside him can make him happy. He takes 
responsibility for his subjective state of mind. He knows he cannot 
always choose his fate, but he can choose his attitude toward his cir- 
cumstances. Much of the time he perceives he is living by his initiative 
—at cause and not at effect of the events of life. He feels competent, able 
to exercise his gifts and consequently has a sense of control and success 
in love, work and play. 

This whole person holds a positive attitude toward herself, and in 
her self-awareness and self-acceptance feels a lack of self-conscious- 
ness. Being in touch with her interior self, she feels complete; appetite 
lessens and she finds delight in simple things. She feels motivated to 
spontaneous self-expression. Marsha Sinetar describes in detail this 
process through which a person experiences a lessening of fear and a 
greater sense of the heart which leads one to become involved in activ- 
ities that are more loving, more positive and more life affirming.’ One’s 
choices of behavior and activities are motivated from within. The whole 
person relates to herself and others as a whole personality which 
enhances relationship. To others, she seems knowable and trustworthy. 

Finally, a crucial characteristic of wholeness is one’s openness to the 
wonder and mystery of life. While one has a sense of personal order 
and security that allows one to take a firm stand on who one1s, one also 
retains a sensitivity to life’s irony, absurdity and seeming chaos, that 
allows one to be open to the emergence of contradiction and new pos- 
sibility. I will always remember feeling “lost” in a classroom speech, 
only to be “saved” by what I considered the most unlikely fellow stu- 
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dent I could imagine —a portly, silent, chain-smoker who spoke up and 
supported me at a crucial moment. My faith that God works through 
seemingly unlikely vehicles continues to be reinforced. The whole 
person stays open to the dialectic of order and chaos, realizing that new, 
unknown and confusing possibilities may emerge which might demand 
further change in our thought or behavior. The whole person 1s pre- 
pared to undergo the turmoil of transvaluation, described so elo- 
quently by H. R. Niebuhr in The Meaning of Revelation, when one 
discovers that 


“the self we loved is not the self God loves, the neighbors we did 
not prize are his (sic) treasures, the truth we ignored is the truth 
he maintains, the justice which we sought because it was our 
own is not the justice that his love desires.”* 


What intrigues me intensely is that even when a person has achieved 
a wholeness in the integration of physical, emotional, mental and psy- 
chological well being, it seems to me, as a radical empiricist, that whole- 
ness requires yet another and ultimate aspect which is spiritual and 
transcendental and results in existential well-being. The holy plays the 
final, completing part in wholeness, I believe. As Paul Tillich wrote in 
The Courage to Be in 1952, all anxieties about one’s work, play, rela- 
tionships, status, etc. are grounded in the basic anxiety about who one 
is, why one is here and in what one can hope - this is what George San- 
tayana called “the mystery and pathos of existence.” 

If we have vanquished neurotic anxiety, we are left with existential 
anxiety which is intrinsic to our condition of finitude. We restlessly 
search unsuccessfully for ways to meet this eternal anxiety. And our 
souls remain restless, until, as Augustine writes, they “rest in thee, O 
Lord. For thou hast made us for thyself.” 

But how does one rest in God? If we are ruthlessly honest about 
our existential condition (as we have attempted to be about our psy- 
chological condition), we must confront our deep anxiety and finitude 
and true, authentic helplessness. Our only choice left for action is to 
surrender to a power beyond us, to turn to God. And in that turning, 
we find we are made whole. Those who turn to the Lord will be saved. 
Romans 10:13. What is then truly amazing is that in surrendering, we 
actualize the power of God in our lives. 
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So my bedrock faith conviction is expressed in the verse from 
PHILIPPIANS 2:13: 


Complete the salvation that God has given you with a proper 
sense of awe and responsibility. For it is God who is at work 
within you, giving you the will and the power to achieve his (sic) 


purposes. 


In other words, we must work as best as we can — through counsel- 
ing, prayer, meditation, silence, contemplation, discussion and so on to 
achieve and maintain wholeness, all the while knowing that it is 
through God’s grace that it will happen. 

Given my basic theological assumption, as stated by Frederich 
Schleiermacher, that God is the divine determinant of all, it only makes 
good sense to not act as though I or other temporal beings have any 
ultimate determining powers. I believe with H. Richard Niebuhr that 
there are no realms from which the activity of God is excluded; God is 
acting in all actions upon us. Divine Sovereignty is exercised in every- 
thing that happens but how God’s sovereign will is at work is an infi- 
nite mystery. The God to whom we pray is the descending rain and the 
shining sun, careless of the distinction we humans make between good 
and evil. God’s ways are not our ways. As Paul says in ROMANS 9:18 
He hath mercy on whom he will and whom he will he hardeneth. How 
hard it is to see God in Pharoah’s actions and not just with Moses. 
Niebuhr says, there is no evil in the city but the Lord has done it. Isaiah 
gives us God’s message: 


I am Yahweh and there is no other 

I form the light and I create the darkness 

I make well being and I create disaster 

I, Yahweh, do all things. ISAIAH 45:7 


What we must immediately acknowledge is that we do not under- 
stand God’s ways and that the ultimate nature of an event is really the 
event as it is for God who witnesses all “as an impartial spectator whose 
impartiality is that of loyalty to the universal cause.”° 
The revealing insight into the nature of God’s Sovereignty comes 


for meas a Christian with Jesus of Nazareth whose life of obedience to 
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God unto death revealed that God’s Sovereignty is a sovereignty of a 
promise that can be relied upon to be redeeming and unconquerably 
loving. I can rely on ultimate reality to be an abiding, ruling will of love. 
I am free to interpret in trust a/l that happens to be contained within a 
total activity that includes death within the domain of life, that brings 
resurrection out of crucifixion. I am imbued with profound hope and 
trust that in spite of all appearances, life is being held out to me, that 
God is offering me life even when I’m about to experience death. 

Just after I accuse God of forsaking me, I turn to God to commend 
my spirit, and I can experience Resurrection as a permanently, creative 
power — that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, we too might walk in the newness of life. ROMANS 6:4 

The wonder of this faith is that it works in the workaday world of 
every day. If we affirm love’s universal primacy in every day life, we 
ask to be helped to yield to divine love that it might have its way with 
us. I can rely on this God to redeem me from my sins. 

And what are the effects of this radical faith in the Absolute as 
redemptive? We are delivered from a sense of deep distrust that causes 
us to interpret what happens to us as coming ultimately from a hostile 
force. With this faith we accept the “determinisms” of our life as gifts 
of a gracious providence. Focusing on God as the willing of good for 
all, we do not allow circumstances to intimidate us or cause us to be 
anxious. We feel free at last. Bonhoeffer’s words in his last days in 
prison before being hanged are poignant expressions of this sense of 
freedom. We will continue to undergo pain in this world of pain but 
relying on the Absolute as redemptive, we are not afraid of pain. 

The unknown future fills us not with dread but with anticipation 
of glory — not our glory but the glory of all being. We perceive that 
everything we do provides us with an opportunity to participate in 
God’s purpose. A faith in a stable, caring ontological reality gives sup- 
port and meaning to life. Our anxiety from our finitude is transformed 
into a creative directive to be ourselves. 

As radical monotheists, we see all things as sanctified: every day is 
the day the Lord has made, all persons are sacred. Our enemies are our 
relatives, and we all play roles for each other in the order of things. 

We realize that for us as Christians, the revelation of God through 
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Jesus means continuous conversion of our perceptions and ideas. For 
instance, in the light of Jesus, I have to revise my idea about what is 
really strong in the world. The power of God was made manifest in the 
meek and dying Jesus. God did not show God’s power over the strong 
of the earth by slaying them but by making the spirit of the slain Jesus 
unconquerable. So we see, as did H. Richard Neibuhr, that “God’s 
power is made perfect in weakness and God exercises sovereignty more 
through crosses than through thrones.”® 

God helped me witness this need for ongoing conversion of values 
in a continuing personal way through my experience with my son Nick 
who has Down’s Syndrome. In the midst of my angry fit, Nick gently 
and tenderly puts his hand on my arm, and his love vanquishes my hos- 
tile words, and I am filled with compassion for myself and immense 
gratitude for his forgiveness of me. 

And so, accepting Christian identity has the impact of transvaluing 
the meaning of status in all spheres of life so that giving replaces receiv- 
ing and justice becomes more important than possessing. We become 
aware that “achievement” in the world is transitory and illusory and 
that satisfactory identity can be had without such achievements. 


What gain then is it for a person to have won the whole world 
and to have lost or ruined his very self? LUKE 9:27 


So we become converted from a goal-dominated consciousness to 
a detached open awareness of the divine dimensions of the present 
moment. Our supreme task is to be present to God in the present 
moment. We are then able to live in gratitude and openness to moments 
of love. We can say with Jonathan Edwards that our sense of divine 
things is gradually increasing ... “there seems to be a calm, sweet cast 
or appearance of divine glory in almost everything.” 

But always with this assured faith, come the doubts. As Gabriel 
Marcel says, the world provides ceaseless incitement to denial and 
death-dealing impulses; despair is possible at any moment. How can 
we maintain our faith in such a broken, miserable world? The answer 
must lie in feeling compassion — with our brokenness and with the bro- 
kenness that causes murderers to murder. Bertrand Russell describes a 


possible response: 
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“In the spectacle of Death, in the endurance of intolerable pain 
... there is a sacredness, an overpowering awe, a feeling of the 
vastness, the depth, the inexhaustible mystery of existence in 
which ... the sufferer is bound to the world by the bonds of 


27 
SOrrow. 


All we can do is be healers of the world’s wounds and in spite of the 
wounds, still love the world and maintain hope that God’s will is being 
done. To sustain this hope, we have to let go of trying to control things 
ourselves and let go of trying to figure out the why of things. We pray 
to want God’s will to be done; we pray to participate with God’s prov- 
idential planfulness. We become aware of a redirection away from self 
and toward others, and we are energized to heal wounds, include out- 
casts, overcome alienation. We discover the universal law that self-sac- 
rifice is the key to the actualized life; our participation with humanity 
is our self-realization. It is only in acting out of a concern for human- 
ity as a whole do we become truly whole ourselves. 


Academic Paper 


Jung and the Kingdom of God 


INDEPENDENT STUDY 
JUNGIAN INSTITUTE — ZURICH 
JANUARY, 1989 


“T do not seek to follow in the footsteps 
of the men of old, 
I seek the things they sought.” 
Basho, Japanese poet, 17th century 


Asa relative newcomer to the study of Carl Gustav Jung, my 
reaction to a brief but utterly transfixing immersion in Jung’s works 
can best be expressed in a line of poetry: 


“What oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed.” 


As aneophyte, I can barely claim to be a Jungian. But I can say, 
along with a contemporary spiritual teacher, Morton Kelsey,? that I 
am a Christian who finds the teachings of Jung incredibly helpful in 
understanding the world view and message of Jesus. At first glance, 
the conceptual worlds of Christianity and Jungian psychology may 
seem alien, but the experience underlying the concepts is similar. 

Although trained as a psychiatrist, Carl Jung was aware that the 
main interest of his works was not concerned with the treatment of 
neurosis but rather with the approach to the numinous. He also knew 
this approach to the numinous was the real therapy he had to offer. As 
early as age 15, he had a conviction that “it was enjoined upon me to 
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do what God wanted, not what I wanted.”? 

Jung never claimed to be a spiritual teacher; yet he injected his ideas 
about spirituality wherever he went, doing it in a way that made it pos- 
sible for an incredibly wide variety of people to hear his message. For 
Jung, as is true for Christians, the “should” was real and its destiny was 
the dominant issue in life. He described the main problem for con- 
temporary humanity to be the search for a soul — which meant the 
search for meaning and for wholeness. In the end, the purpose of his 
life’s work was the cure of souls. And it’s clear from innumerable tes- 
timonials and descriptions by many many patients and pupils that Carl 
Jung was incredibly effective in reaching his objective. The account of 
the multitudes of people who met with Jung are filled with moving 
descriptions of what it was like to be in his presence. Pascal said that the 
virtue of a person should be measured not by extraordinary achieve- 
ments but by one’s whole life as one lived it day by day. And day by 
day, there is no doubt that Jung lived out his psychological and reli- 
gious principles and that his principles were derived from his life. Jung 
believed that those who have extraordinary insight into their own 
actions involuntarily exercise an influence on their environment. This 
was the kind of influence Jung himself exerted. He may not have con- 
vinced by his written word, but apparently his being spoke louder than 
his words. It seemed one could not be in his presence without being 


affected by it. 


As was said at a memorial service in 1961 six months after his death 
at age 86: 


“for Jung, the search for the truth became a way of life and each 
day offered a new opportunity to see that truth and aspects of it 
... he won the devotion of countless [people] and became a 
power in their lives ... He gave from his heart and those whose 
natures he touched often responded in kind ... There was about 
him a quality of timelessness, for his life was lived in the dimen- 
sions of the Eternal ... Our lives are much richer because he lived 
... because he left us a legacy of hope.” 


Jung was a brilliant example of the maxim that the one who believes 


receives. He managed to respond positively to the spontaneous mani- 
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festations of the hidden side of life, in a manner free of resistance and 
even of ambivalence. Whenever such events intruded into his life, he 
regarded them with reverence and with awe. 

In spite of hobnobbing with the most extraordinary people — the 
greats of his time — Arnold Toynbee, Paul Tillich, as well as with prim- 
itive bushmen in Africa, North American Indians, East Indian mystics, 
he wrote in his autobiography at age 86: 


“my life has been singularly poor in outward happenings ... I 
cannot tell much about them, for it would strike meas hollow and 
insubstantial. I understand myself only in the light of inner hap- 
penings ... itis these that make up the singularity of my life.”"! 


The singularly most important inner happening for Jung was his 
knowledge of the presence of God. A BBC interviewer asked Jung near 
the end of his life if he believed in God. He responded, “I don’t believe, 
I know.” God was an experienced dynamic reality for Jung. 

As an empiricist, he was concerned with what another’s experience 
of God was. He believed that true religion was establishing one’s own 
relationship with God. He took religion out of the realm of theologi- 
cal speculation and placed it in the realm of inner personal experience. 
Jung believed that if God did not exist for you, God was irrelevant. He 
believed that a Christian who believes in all the sacred figures and who 
believes in the dogmas and creed of the church but does not experience 
God in her soul has no idea of religion. Jung wrote that, 


“Christian civilization has proved hollow to a terrifying degree; 
it is all veneer but the inner man [sic] has remained untouched ... 
everything is to be found outside ... too few people have expe- 
rienced the divine image as the innermost possession of their 
own souls ... It has yet to be understood that the mysterious 
magnum is not only an actuality but is ... rooted in the human 
psyche. The [one] who does not know this from ... experience 
may be a most learned theologian but he [or she] has no idea of 


religion.” ? 


In general, Jung was critical of theologians who he thought were 
not concerned enough with helping people to realize God in their 
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experience. He wrote that some theologians fail to see that it is not a 
matter of theologians proving the existence of light but of blind people 
who do not know that their eyes could see. It is time we realized that 
it is pointless to praise the light if nobody can see it. It is much more 
needful to teach people the art of seeing." 

Thus Jung challenged Christian churches to help people find the 
places in our lives where God contacts us. He agreed with Meister Eck- 
hart that a mystic is not a special kind of person but that every person 
is a special kind of mystic. He agreed with what is written in JOHN 
14:1 5—20: 


If you love me you will obey my Commandments and I will ask 
the Father, and he will give you another to be your advocate who 
will be with you forever — the Spirit of truth ... you know the 
Spirit because the Spirit dwells with you and 1s in you. 


and from Romans 8:9: The spirit of God has made its home in you. 


Jung is demanding a new and intense participation in religious life. 
What really matters, according to Jung, 1s that we have had or are 
receptive to some personal religious experience. Jung wrote, “The spir- 


itual adventure of our time is the exposure to the undefined and unde- 
finable.”!> And he wrote, 


“No matter what the world thinks about religious experience, 
the one who has it possesses the great treasures of a thing that 
has provided [her] with a source of life, meaning and beauty.”" 


So Jung clearly believed that we can come into direct and creative 
relationship with the realm of the spirit and that we can have its guid- 
ance and power. After we acknowledge that we live in a world that is 
more than physical (although spirit always exists within the framework 
of a material world, is incarnational), we are more aware than ever that 
the material world alone does not satisfy our soul. We need to partake 
ina religion that deals with the non-physical reality, that will help pro- 
vide the means by which we can enter into a sustained and creative rela- 
tionship with the realm of the spirit. " 


Carl Jung was one who indeed provided his patients with an under- 
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standing of the transforming non-physical reality. Let us now turn to 
the methods he used in his depth psychology to do this. Ironically they 
bear a striking resemblance to the methods used by classical Christian 
mystics in their spiritual pilgrimage to an experience of union with 
God. 

In a convergence between the Christian and the Jungian under- 
standing of the human, a Benedictine Father, Thomas Clarke, has 
pointed out that both are sensitive to the enormous pool of human 
energies waiting to be disclosed and set free, and both see self-knowl- 
edge and the emergence of consciousness as the key to this work of lib- 
eration.!” 

As already noted, Jung believed we live in a physical and spiritual 
world, What the church calls development of our spiritual side, Jung 
calls individuation, which is the process of coming to wholeness which 
he saw to be an inherent and irrepressible bent in the individual psyche. 
Individuation is the way in which the best psychic resources can be lib- 
erated to be the carriers of the very power of God at work in our midst. 
Christopher Bryant in his book Jung and the Christian Way described 
individuation as a “movement of maturing which begins at birth, which 
proceeds with biological growth and becomes discernible when one 
has become mature enough to participate decisively in the process, 
which must happen for wholeness to be achieved.” ! 

In this process, the individual learns step by step to accept and live 
out what she or he truly is. In individuation, we are required to enter 
into a creative relationship with our unconscious energies and instinc- 
tual forces. This is necessary because our conscious life is but a small 
part of our total existence. The totality includes a much larger uncon- 
scious part. Our total self expresses itself in a thousand different dis- 
guises. As an ego we are less than our totality because we are only 
conscious of being an ego. “The ego is a province, merely an adminis- 
trative center of a great empire,” says Jung; “man is an indescribable 
phenomenon because his self cannot be completely grasped.”” A per- 
son is both ego and self. The ego is the workshop where the self is 
made. To make room for the self (which is the full realization of every- 
thing), the ego must recede. A descent into the depths is required in 
order for the ego to be transformed into the self. The self has unbe- 


192 Gifts of the Spirit 


lievable possibilities and powers, but it needs a world in which these 
possibilities can become conscious. 

So the process goes on with a dialogue established between the ego 
and the unconscious whereby the unconscious nourishes the ego by 
compensating our ego processes, our activities in the world — showing 
us what we haven’t considered. The unconscious ceaselessly presses to 
balance and to correct the one-sidedness of the conscious person. 

The amazing fact of the unconscious is that it remains unconscious. 
It communicates to us in oblique and symbolic ways — through fan- 
tasies, slips of the tongue and particularly through dreams. The uncon- 
scious speaks to us in symbols because symbols speak to more than our 
conscious, rational mind. Jesus also used symbols for awakening, for 
deepening perception and for soul-making. In our dreams, the darker 
submerged sides of our natures speak to us; they provide a door to our 
most secret recesses, they show the rocks on which we became broken 
and point to a way out. If we pay attention and find the meaning of the 
dream, we are illumined and healing can occur. In this way dreams 
assist the process of individuation so aspects of that self that were 
repressed at an earlier date can be integrated. As long as these facets of 
personality are hidden, they will betray themselves only in the form of 
symptoms. 

In this process of integrating various complementary and conflict- 
ing elements of personality into the self, of particular importance is the 
shadow. The shadow personifies everything that we refuse to acknowl- 
edge about ourselves. This disowned treasure of our primal selves con- 
tains vital but often despised impulses. If left repressed, then impulses 
can become evil. How to deal with this is the work of a lifetime. We can 
start by recognizing our projections — that which we detest so fervently 
(or admire so fervently) is likely to be our shadow side. There are major 
benefits to recognizing our shadow side which include increasing our 
humility, our sense of humor and our capacity to be less judgmental of 
others. The shadow can be a source of evil, but it can also be a source 
of enrichment of personality. 

Through increasing our knowledge of ourselves, we attain greater 
transcendence beyond the limited, selective and even deceptive func- 
tioning of ego centeredness. We seek to become as conscious as possi- 
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ble so that we can relate to the creative part of the unconscious and 
allow it to guide and transform us. 

We must remember that as the ego meets the self, struggle is neces- 
sary, and we inevitably enter necessary dyings. Jung says, “There is no 
birth of consciousness without pain.”2° In our deep transitions, we 
meet crisis, disorientation and crucifixion. We are challenged to let go 
of something so that something else may be born. The way to the expe- 
rience of meaning through the psyche is a hazardous one. And there is 
always progression and always regression. Inner peace may be only a 
breathing space between the conflict solved and the conflict to come. 
But Jung 1s emphatic that there is a power within the psyche available 
to heal woundedness and bring new life out of darkness. But life has to 
be lived and inevitably a certain amount of misfortune and suffering is 
our lot. Jung thought successful people may be so spoiled, they must 
sometimes suffer disaster in order to wake up. The unconscious may 
express itself through depression, for example. Jung said, “One does 
not become enlightened by imagining figures of light but by making 
darkness conscious.”?! 

While wholeness is the end to be sought, it may only be tasted for 
a moment; the human condition does not allow it to be fixed. This 
process of individuation, this development of the psyche with the self 
as the goal, this process pursues its course in our everyday existence 
with its banality, its extraordinariness, its demand for the respect of the 
body and the body’s needs. The more our consciousness is expanded, 
the more we feel our roots in the reality of our body and our earth, and 
the more we feel bound to our family, our friends, our environment. 

In the end, Jung is saying that if we confront the emotions and 
drives that lie beneath the level of consciousness, we discover who we 
really are and come to know God within us. Jung says along with Jesus 
that the Kingdom of God is at hand, and we can share of it now. When 
we allow the self, or in other words the Holy Spirit, to be a partner with 
the ego, to guide us in the development of the total psyche, we can find 
help from beyond ourselves to bring wholeness and restoration of 
mind and body. 

In 1934 Jung said: “It is all there. The Kingdom of God is within 
you. This is a great psychological truth. Christianity is a beautiful 
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system of psychotherapy. It heals the suffering of the soul.”’* When 
Jesus announced the Kingdom of God to be at hand, that place where 
God rules in human hearts, he was expressing something that was alive 
and at work in the soul. There was a psychic readiness to hear his coun- 
sel to a new state of consciousness. 

Jesus and Jung both talked about the perennial philosophy, the con- 
sensus of mystical consciousness. Divine Love is already in existence 
at the center of the psyche. If consciousness can be sufficiently raised 
to discern this presence, then unconditional love is experienced 
inwardly; one experiences the Kingdom of God, though but for a fleet- 
ing moment. But in Robert Frost’s words, 


“Once to have known it, nothing else will do 
All our days are passed awaiting its return.” 


When we realize the Kingdom in ourselves, ever so fleetingly, we 
experience a growing wholeness, a sense of meaning of our individual 
personality, a realization of new and creative energies. We feel a sense 
of being supported, buoyed up. The Kingdom is a personal, psycho- 
logically real experience, but it is not a purely personal experience. It 
has a transcendental character as well. As John Sanford has said, the 
Kingdom does not belong to us, we belong to the Kingdom.” So we 
feel a rightness in letting go, in going God’s way, saying Thy will be 
done and meaning it. We feel, as Bryant says, “within and around every 
item of the universe ... there lives an infinite fountain of active benev- 
olence.””4 But this sense of God’s providence is really brought home to 


us as we sense God’s guiding hand in our own being. Again quoting 
Bryant, 


“as an individual endowed with free will, we are free to go our 
own way regardless of what God’s will might be but we can in 
no way prevent the repercussions within ourselves which are the 
divine and immediate consequences of our disregarding God.”25 


Jung etched this truth in the doorway over his home: Bidden or not, 


God will be there. x6 


There are other resultant states of being when one has tasted the 
Kingdom of God within. As one of Jung’s renowned pupils, Marie 
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Louise von Franz wrote, “The experience of Self brings a feeling of 
standing on solid ground inside oneself on a patch of eternity, which 
even physical death cannot touch.”?6 One develops a sense of interior- 
ity, a sense of authenticity which as Jung says “acts as a bulwark against 
the mounting flood of man-mindedness that threatens us today.”2” The 
individual may be called to stand against his own church, her own com- 
munity in loyalty to her or his own vision or perception. 

On a day-to-day basis, we feel confident that in the end, we will be 
able to rally our inner resources to meet any crisis. When we are able 
to acknowledge our projections and admit fault or folly, not merely 
verbally but with a real alteration of inward feeling expressed in out- 
ward behavior, we experience a sense of deep healing from someplace 
deep inside ourselves. Another incredible reward to this journey is that 
we feel we become more and more what we essentially are. We also feel 
an outpouring of love. We love because God loved us first ... the one 
who loves God must also love his or her brother. 1 JOHN 4:19-21. We 
become aware of the gift of extraordinary compassion and empathy. 
Who suffers and I do not suffer? We are called to a tough love that 
requires service. And in that service, we find perfect freedom. Finally, 
we feel a sense of the interconnectedness of all things, and the effect of 
this is to feel at home and unafraid in the universe. 

How important is it that we follow the deepest hunger of our heart 
and begin to discover that we have a link with the divine? I believe it 1s 
the most important thing there is. As Jung said on his eighty-fifth 
birthday just weeks before he died, the individual is the vessel of life. 
As Paul says in 11 CORINTHIANS 6:2, Now is the favorable time; this 
is the day of salvation. Will we succeed? As Mother Theresa answered 
when confronted with all the dying people in Calcutta that she was 
unable to help, “It’s not my job to be successful. It’s only my job to be 
faithful.” 

But let’s let Carl Gustav Jung have the final answer. Will we suc- 
ceed? He wrote: 


“The living spirit grows and even outgrows its earlier forms of 
expression; it freely chooses the men and women who proclaim 
it and in whom it lives. This living spirit is eternally renewed and 
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pursues its goal in manifold and inconceivable ways throughout 
the history of humankind. Measured against it, the names and 
forms which persons have given it mean very little; they are only 
the changing leaves and blossoms on the stem of the eternal 


tree.”28 


Academic Paper 


Choose and be Given Life - 
Before and After Death 


RESURRECTION 
May 9, 1989 


Gop OF LIFE, amid the ceaseless tides of change which sweep 

away the generations. Your living spirit remains to comfort us 
and give us hope. Around us is life and death, decay and renewal; the 
flowing rhythm that all things obey. In darkness, as in life, we turn to 
you, Lord, the Source of Life, the Answer to all its mysteries. 

Can it be that we, your children, are given over to destruction, when 
our few days on earth are done? Or do we live in ways we cannot 
know? 

Only this have we been taught and in this we put our trust: from 
You comes the spirit, and to You it must return. You are our dwelling 


place in life and death.”? 


Inhabit my blood 
even before you call me 
wound about head and foot from 
my determined tomb. 

Inhabit my bones 
even before they need to 
be summoned from the earth to 
fashion blood again. 

Drive from my willful muscles 
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the life that pretends 

it doesn’t depend on You 

Be life to me now 

while my flesh, cursing, crying 
insists on dying.°° 


The one who is following God’s will is part of the permanent and 
will not die. JOHN 2:17 


Did the Resurrection of Jesus really occur? The reappearance of this 
historical person who had been crucified and buried must be consid- 
ered to be truly implausible to the rational mind which asks for scien- 
tific evidence, logic and reasonable explanation. No one has been able 
to prove that Jesus’ coming to life after death was an historical occur- 
rence. 

What we know for absolute certain is that this “impossible occur- 
rence” had unquestionable historical effect. Some kind of amazing phe- 
nomenon occurred which brought Jesus’ followers out of their despair, 
disarray and dispersement and transformed them into a community of 
rejoicing preachers, missionaries and martyrs who dedicated their lives 
to Jesus’ cause. These followers experienced resurrection themselves, 
a new birth into a new life in which they experienced the gift of God’s 
spirit. 

So while the Resurrection may not be defined as an historical event, 
the power of resurrection must be seen as a real, historical phenome- 
non, experienced by real people beginning with Jesus’ disciples and 
continuing to be experienced as a transforming power for countless 
women and men through the centuries up to the present time. 

What I conclude is that what “happened” on the “third day” in 
Jerusalem was an experience of God, which is a phenomenon of life 
that belongs to the realm of things which cannot be proved, just as God 
is unprovable. The result of this experience was the inculcation of faith 
in a new, ever widening circle of people who joined the ranks of those 
who already believed that God is a God of salvation and to God, the 
Lord, belongs escape from death. Psaim 68:20. 

This new faith came about because of what the followers of Jesus 
experienced. This was not faith brought about as a result of religious 
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doctrine or intellectual formulations. Carl Jung has written that noth- 
ing influences our condition less than intellectual ideas; to bear fruit, 
an idea has to be the expression of psychic experience. 

I propose to explore, in this paper, resurrection as a psychic, exis- 
tential phenomenon that occurred in the life experience of the disciples 
of Jesus, of Paul, of the founders of the early Christian church and in my 
life as well. The experience of new being is what made the disciples 
believe Jesus was still alive. Their experience of being in relationship 
with the one in whose presence they experienced God’s acceptance and 
forgiveness fed their conviction that death, although real, was not final. 
My experience of new possibility, of my being forgiven, and my evil 
acts being redeemed are the foundation for my conviction that God has 
the last word and is constantly pouring energy throughout creation for 
strength, healing and wholeness. On an empirical basis, I know that we 
have the capacity to appropriate the Resurrection of Jesus nearly two 
thousand years ago for our own lives today. And in so doing, we are 
enabled to feel the world as God’s creation, to see the radical immanence 
of God in all of creation and to see each human being as zmago det. 

The resurrection of Jesus may have been ambiguous as an event. But 
the history of the effects of the “resurrection” are unambiguous. And 
what are the results? As Willi Marxsen has said, the cause of Jesus goes 
on. I may not be able to believe in Jesus as the risen one, but I absolutely 
believe in God’s power to resurrect. I believe in God who “has ever 
dealt with (His) creatures in an historical, temporal fashion, not as an 
absolute out of history and time.”?! 

This is not a view of reality that can be comprehended as a ratio- 
nally understandable fact. But it is, nonetheless, reality for me. I concur 
with Hans Kung’s definition of resurrection, “transformation of the 
whole person by God’s life-creating Spirit.”3? Because this has hap- 
pened for me, I believe in the Resurrection. And paradoxically, because 
I believe in the Resurrection, this has happened for me. 

To begin a closer examination of this existential view of the Resur- 
rection, let us turn to those who were the first to claim and then pro- 
claim a resurrection experience after the death of Jesus. How could it 
have been that the followers of Jesus who knew he had been put to 
death by crucifixion came to be convinced that he was still alive? Some- 
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thing had changed these people. Those who felt they had failed by 
denying and abandoning Jesus at the crucial moment, felt reinstated. 
The disciples, along with Mary Magdalene (who according to the 
Gospel accounts probably experienced it first) felt the recovery of their 
most treasured personal relationship which they assumed had been 
lost; they had a profound, almost palpable experience of the enduring 
presence of Jesus among them. They experienced resurrection them- 
selves by experiencing a transformation for a life of self-centeredness 
toa life open toward God. By opening up to the forgiveness God gives, 
they discovered that for them, Jesus Christ was unbelievably and 
miraculously still alive. They found the capacity to understand and 
incorporate Jesus’ teachings about the Kingdom of God being within 
them, and they felt inspired and commissioned to go out and preach 
this Good News. 

It does not seem illogical to me that the disciples would translate 
their interior experience into a belief, and this into stories to commu- 
nicate this belief, that Jesus was actually resurrected; as images of res- 
urrection and exaltation of the righteous were among symbols that 
came to be used by Jews in the two centuries before Jesus’ death, as an 
answer to the deep problem of theodicy, as they witnessed people most 
faithful to God’s commandments being persecuted and martyred. For 
instance, in tr MACCABEES 7, the second brother tells his torturers: 


You accursed wretch, you dismiss us from this present life but the 
King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting reward of 
life because we have died for his laws. 


The belief of the disciples in resurrection is attested to by the 
answers they gave to the question of Jesus: who do men say that the 
Son of Man is? They responded: John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or 
one of the prophets. Obviously all four of these opinions presuppose 
the resurrection of dead Jews reincarnated in Jesus. As Pinchas Lapide 
describes, it was because they were Pharisaic Jews (with a conviction 
of resurrection) that they could believe that “this earthly life, despite all 
torture and disappointments was not meant for meaninglessness and 
that their master even in death was not deserted by the God of Israel.”33 

Even before the time of the Pharisaic Jews, the hope for and belief 
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in resurrection is manifested in manifold places in Scripture. A few 
examples include: 


The snares of death encompassed me: the pains of Sheol laid hold 
of me... then I called on the name of the Lord: O Lord, I beseech 
Thee, save my life... For thou hast delivered my soul from death 
... | walk before the Lord in the land of the living. 


PsaLM 116:3 
I will put my Spirit in you and you will live. © EZEKIEL 37:14 


The Easter narratives of the Gospels are varied (e.g. as to the people 
involved, to whom Jesus appears, variety of location, etc.). There may 
be some use of exaggerated data. It’s clear that the Gospel writers write 
what was theologically and ecclesiologically important for them.*4 But 
essentially, the point of the stories of the empty tomb and Jesus’ 
appearances is the Gospel writers’ way to communicate the profound 
discovery that had happened to the followers of Jesus regarding the 
reality of God. And the other writings in the New Testament give wit- 
ness to the fact that the real presence of Jesus was not withdrawn when 
the “appearances” stopped. 

The earliest writing in the New Testament about the Resurrection 
is penned by Paul in r CortnTuHians 15. It is clear from Paul’s writ- 
ing that he understood resurrection to be not a mere resuscitation of a 
corpse but rather to be a radical transformation. How was it that Paul 
understood resurrection (of all, not just of Jesus) this way? Paul’s belief 
in the Resurrection and his faith in a God who is present in all events 
as a creative, redeeming cosmic power came as a result of the experi- 
ences he underwent. For Paul, the resurrection of Jesus Christ was nei- 
ther a fact in history nor a theological dogma; rather it was the supreme 
fact of experience. For Paul, not only did he witness the resurrected 
Jesus himself (so he writes the only report we have of an “eye witness”), 
but he himself underwent resurrection. What this meant for Paul was 
that after his viewing an appearance of the resurrected Christ, all his 
life was lived in the presence of the love and power of Jesus Christ. 

So in 1 CORINTHIANS 15 when Paul delivers his fullest teaching 


about the Resurrection, his first words are: I delivered unto you first of 
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all that which I also received. For Paul, the Resurrection was not a past 
fact, but a present power. Again and again Paul connects the Resurrec- 
tion with the new life which the Christian is enabled to lead. In EPH- 
ESIANS 1:19, he speaks of the greatness of God’s power to those who 
believe, meaning the power that was operative in the Resurrection. He 
says in RomaNS 6:4 that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, even so we should walk in newness of life. 

So Paul understands the Resurrection as a permanently creative 
power, the nature of which the believer cannot understand until she has 
felt its operation in herself. Paul’s whole outlook had been changed by 
his experience of a resurrecting belief that Jesus Christ was alive. Paul 
could no longer persecute those who believed in the One that he now 
believed that God had decisively vindicated, the very one who had been 
rejected and condemned by Paul’s own people. 

In 1 CORINTHIANS 15:14, Paul writes to the Corinthians: Jf Christ 
had not been raised, then our preaching 1s in vain and your faith 1s in 
vain. This unequivocal confirmation shows how the faith in the Res- 
urrection was the cornerstone of the community which was evolving 
from a part of Judaism to be the Christian church. And the Resurrec- 
tion has continued to be the generative event at the source of the 
church’s life. It was not a belief that grew up in the church; rather it is 
the belief around which the church itself grew up. 

As previously noted, resurrection was absolutely central in the 
experience of the founders of the first Christian house churches. In fact, 
the aim of those first “Christians” and the aim of Paul was to introduce 
those around them to the encounter of the living presence and present 
power of Jesus. Their proclamation was not so much what had hap- 
pened to Jesus, but what had happened to them. 

These early believers were on fire with what they had discovered in 
themselves — this mysterious power which was mystically making it 
possible for them to live a new life. This new life included their will- 
ingness to die if that’s what preaching the cause of Jesus (i.e. the rule of 
God on earth) led to. They identified this power to be the holy spirit — 
the spirit of God. And so they were motivated to carry this Kerygma 
to as many peoples as they could, aiming to convert them to the wor- 
ship of the One God who was the source of this spirit, this power. As 
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Lapide has written, “But for the resurrection of Jesus, Christianity 
would never have left the environs of Jerusalem.”35 

Just as the Resurrection (i.e., the resurrecting power of God) was a 
present experience for the followers of Jesus, it was also a present expe- 
rience for Jesus during his lifetime. Jesus clearly experienced the power, 
the spirit of God as can be deduced from his words, his teachings, his 
encounters with his fellow humans. He experienced the immediate here 
and now of the Kingdom of God on earth. This involved a sustained 
awareness of God’s presence, a capacity for relatedness to others and a 
perception of goodness, beauty and truth. In a profound mystical way 
Jesus experienced an awareness of living in a milieu to which others 
were oblivious. Jesus lived in a state of raised consciousness. He was 
aware of a vastly enhanced quality of life and possessed an interior state 
that transformed his relationship to others, allowing him to view all as 
God’s creatures, having compassion for their foibles and sinful ways — 
thereby loving his enemies. Those close to Jesus felt they were close to 
God’s spirit, to the embodied love of God. His words and deeds cre- 
ated healing, fellowship and forgiveness. 

As Schubert Ogden has written: 


“Jesus” historical existence became a witness to the truth that all 
things have their ultimate beginning and ending solely in God’s 
pure unbounded love and that it is in giving ourselves wholly 
into the Keeping of love, by surrendering all other securities that 


we realize authentic life.”3® 


So this sense of existing in God’s love is not a promise of an escha- 
tological age but can be a present possession. This affirmation is a, if 
not the, central strand of the perennial philosophy of mysticism which 
says that if one were but to open one’s inner eye, one would perceive 
that heaven has already been attained at the depth of one’s being; one 
has only to become what one already is by creation and promise. When 
one’s consciousness is sufficiently raised to apprehend this presence, 
then unrestricted and unconditional love is experienced inwardly. The 
remembering, thinking, willing soul is fully conscious only when it 
remembers, thinks and wills its Creator. 

When JoHN 20:31 says that in believing, one may have life in God’s 
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name, itis life in this world that is being talked about. Too often Chris- 
tians throughout the ages have connected the Resurrection with the 
after life, a coming home after death to be connected with one’s loved 
ones. But I believe the power of resurrection can mean a real authentic 
new life during our lifetime in which we become more and more free 
of fear and more and more capable of love. As Dorothy Soelle has said, 
“the power of what resurrection means must be felt in our lives.”*” She 
talks about Mary Daly’s charge of Christolatry. If we venerate resur- 
rection only as an event that happened for Jesus Christ 2,000 years ago, 
we are making an idol of Jesus and we will be led to worship Jesus, 
rather than follow his teachings. As Paul wrote: Now is the favorable 
time. This is the day of salvation. 11 CORINTHIANS 6:2. 

So how is it that not many people seem to experience the power of 
resurrection? We often do not realize the extent to which the routine of 
active life in our efficient, materialistic, tyrannical, workaholic, Protes- 
tant work ethic culture cuts us off from what is essential. Ironically and 
sadly, “successful” people do not recognize their need for resurrection. 
And before resurrection must come the cross. In my life, the birth of 
my son Nicholas who came into our world with Down’s Syndrome led 
to my dying unto my old goal-oriented, goal-achieving self. Nick was 
my “certain privileged event”?® which I came to recognize as a para- 
digmatic in its disclosure of a new truth that was revelatory to me. 

When I speak of Nick as my revelation, I mean by revelation what 


H. Richard Niebuhr meant in his book, The Meaning of Revelation: 


“When we speak of revelation we mean that something has hap- 
pened to us in our history which conditions all our thinking and 
that through this happening we are enabled to apprehend what 
we are, what we are suffering and doing and what our poten- 
tialities are. What is otherwise arbitrary and dumb fact becomes 


related, intelligible and eloquent fact through the revelatory 
event. 


In the one whom my known, trusted, empirical world said was not 
whole and was unfortunate and even tragic, the one I thought from the 
moment of birth would be my nemesis, my undoing, my life in ruins, 
in that one I discovered a transcendent, wondrous experience of 
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unconditional love which has only grown deeper and deeper with 
every passing year. I believe that Nick was God’s way of opening me 
up to surrender to God’s unconditional love, God’s resurrecting power. 
I mystically felt reassured of being fully loved and accepted uncondi- 
tionally, without my having to meet any conditions such as make the 
Honor Roll, caretake the world, do my best all the time, every moment, 
in every situation — or else! 

Since Nick, my life has moved from a new source of strength with 
a new framework of intelligibility, a new zest and a sense of sweetness 
and expectation that permeates my everyday life. 

Nick provided that moment in my history when I knew myself to 
be known, to be valued rather than valuing. And I began to know what 
is meant in the verse, We love because God first loved us. 1 JOHN 4:19 
At the heart of my heart, the heart of any life, the heart of the universe, 
I sense an abiding love existing as radical mystery, paradoxically so 
ineffable and yet so real. 

I have no doubt that this illumination of love as the ultimate prin- 
ciple of all that is, has been revealed to all religions. I agree with Carl 
Jung’s statement: 


“We have proof that the spirit always renews its strength in the 
fact that the central teachings of the central institutions are 
handed on from generation to generation. 


Ever and again human beings arise who understand what is 
meant by the fact that God is our father.” 


and 


“The living Spirit grows and even outgrows its earlier forms of 
expression; it freely chooses the men and women who proclaim 
it and in whom it moves. This living spirit is eternally renewed 
and pursues its goal in manifold and inconceivable ways 
»40 


throughout the history of mankind. 


Jesus as a signpost to God, provided a witness to certain peoples of 
divine action taking place in and through a human life. Jesus Christ is 
the Christian image of God, but I believe the paradigm of Christ can 
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be re-enacted in a number of ways and found in other religions —in fact, 
found everywhere because my faith tells me God is all and in all. 

So what are the effects of believing the resurrecting power of God 
to bea present reality available to the one who believes? The world that 
belonged to me becomes the world that belongs to God. I come to have 
a radicalized belief in God, believing that the generative power of God 
can be experienced as transformation, recreation and empowerment in 
the present, and that its availability extends to every human situation. 
My perception of a visibly untransformed world has to be re-inter- 
preted. I move froma carefully constructed personal reality to a view 
of a new world of possibilities to be constructed day by day, with con- 
stant inversions in which I discern the anarchic mercy of God which 
ignores rank, order and merit. 

I study the life of Jesus in order to know God’s norm. His life tells 
me that the final reality of my life is ultimately trustworthy, no matter 
how discrepant circumstances may seem to that truth, at the moment. 
I believe in the promise of the continuing renewal of life in the midst 
of death and evil. The crosses I see all around me are seen as symbols 
for God breaking the power of sin. I see the crucified ones to be God’s 
chosen. I see that it is with the victim, the condemned that God iden- 
tifies. 

The revelation of the resurrection sinks in as a permanent revolu- 
tion, a turmoil of transvaluation. I come to see, in the words of H. 


Richard Niebuhr: 


“The self we loved is not the self God loves, the neighbors we 
did not prize are his treasures, the truth we ignored is the truth 
he maintains, the justice which we sought because it was our 
own is not the justice his love desires ... He requires of us the 
sacrifice of all we would conserve and grants us gifts we had not 


dreamed of ... instead of rest, an ever recurrent torment that will 
not let us be content.”*! 


The love of God, revealed in resurrection, is not something in which 
we are permitted to bask. It is a tough love that exacts service and obe- 
dience from those who know themselves to be the recipient; after all, 
God so loved the world, God gave God’s only begotten son. 
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We live a life of metanoia. As with Paul, we live a life of daily dying, 
by which the Spirit transforms us. And yet, while walking through the 
valley of death, we fear no evil, for God is with us. PSALM 23. Because 
what the Resurrection means is that the reservoir of the power of Jesus’ 
presence is open for us to draw upon, we feel Jesus is constantly pre- 
sent and with us so we can perform that which God demands. 

How do we respond to Jesus’ promise to be with us always? We 
experience a feeling of at-one-ment. We have a mystical awareness of 
elemental harmony running through all things. Sensing the interpene- 
tration of all things, we feel singularly at home and unafraid in the uni- 
verse. We know what Julian of Norwich means when she writes, “All 
shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well.” 
In spite of appearances to the contrary, human existence acquires a sta- 
bility, as the claim of the spirit becomes as imperative as other necessi- 
ties of life. We become less a self of the moment, less subject to passing 
circumstances, to our appetites and desires. We are no longer satisfied 
with transient goods; we attain more of a sense of a unified existence 
that integrates our present with the future and the past. 

But we don’t feel this deliverance from the seeking of rewards, this 
fullness of being at all times. We grasp it, and we lose it. We are never 
fully released from all the ills and sorrows to which flesh is heir (as was 
Jesus). There is always progression and regression. But in spite of all 
the vicissitudes of temporal existence, one knows the meaning of vic- 
torious living, living in the faith that God has the final word. 

Once one has felt the feeling of being fully loved and accepted 
unconditionally, one responds with a love which takes the shape of the 
desire to be obedient, to live a life of dedication to God in self-forget- 
ful service to others. One discovers a passionate desire to be a channel 
for the expression of the love of God for other living souls. When we 
have the conviction that God really is at work in our lives, we feel mys- 
teriously peaceful and also unusually helpful. 

To participate in God’s resurrecting power, the deeds of our lives 
cannot lead to what is dead; we are called to serve God in terms of peace 
and justice and human dignity. We believe that in whatever we do, even 
if it is something evil, God’s power of redemption is omnipresent. We 
have utter faith that the resurrecting power of God will create a situa- 
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tion in which we, of our own free will, want to be what God wants us 


to be. We sense we belong to something vast and creative which we 


hope will come more and more to life within us. 


The way the sense of resurrecting power comes to life within us has 


to do with God’s grace but also marvelously and challengingly, there 


are things we can do to help engender this experience. How can we do 


this? By: 


I. 


Believing — the one who believes receives; the one who believes has 
eternal life. JOHN 3:36 


. Studying — To search the Scriptures is to find the way to eternal life. 


JOHN 5:37 


. Listening — The words I have spoken to you are spirit and life. 


JOHN 6:63 


. Following — the one who follows Jesus will walk not in darkness 


but have the light of life; we do not live with Christ unless we first 
die with him. 


. Venturing — it is by giving away, that we receive, by losing our life, 


we find eternal life. 


. Obeying — The commandments of God are eternal life. JOHN 12:50 
. Worshipping -— the sacraments are a way of remembering Jesus. 


Obeying the commandments seems to be absolutely crucial. We 


read in the Older Testament: 


If you do away with the yoke, 

the clinched fist and malicious word, 

if you deprive yourself for the hungry 

and satisfy the needs of the afflicted 

your light will rise in darkness, 

and your darkest hour will be like noon. 
Yahweh will always guide you, 

will satisfy your needs in the scorched land; 
God will give strength to your bones 

and you will be like a watered garden, 

like a flowing spring 

whose waters never run dry, ISAIAH 58:9-11 
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The commandments of God are not just orders; they are revela- 
tions. Obedience therefore is the way to knowledge of God. To obey 
God is to enter into fellowship with God, and that fellowship is eter- 
nal life. When we take God’s will as our supreme norm, we feel God’s 
power. The Biblical hope of resurrection becomes real for us in our 
concrete experience. We feel the relationship of holy presence to the 
events of our daily life. In fact, we may find the resurrecting power of 
Christ available to us in every moment — for guidance, inspiration, 
direction. 

As I reflect on my own life experience, I realize that as an empiri- 
cal, existential theologian I have come to believe in the Resurrection of 
Jesus because of my life experience. So the Resurrection of Jesus is not 
Christian dogma but rather symbolism of an experience of Spirit. 
God’s resurrection of Jesus is a sign for me of how God works — how 
God has always worked in our world. 

In the end, my fundamental trust and loyalty is to the all-pervasive 
reality of God. As a radical monotheist, my Christian theology must 
be radically theocentric. I affirm the universality of the divine reality. 
I cannot see God’s action in Jesus as final, unique, ultimate or exclu- 
sivistic. The reality being symbolized by Jesus can be conveyed by 
another symbol for another tradition. My faith ultimately lies in the 
Cosmic Christ which is present in every aspect of human history. This 
Christ is present in all religious traditions. This Christ is the incarnate 
Logos present in all things. 

As a Christian, the spirit of the Risen Jesus is a present experience 
for me. So for me, the crucifixion and resurrection is the Christian reli- 
gion’s classic event. As is the Exodus for the Jews, Jesus is the epochal 
person for me, that is a classic symbol that possesses an excess and per- 
manence of meaning that cannot be explained literally, simply or once 
and for all. As with other classic symbols, it retains its mystery and its 
power because it is our human way of pointing to God as our basic 
reality —in whom we live and move and have our being. 

So if the Resurrection is a classic, paradigmatic, disclosive and trans- 
formative event, in the end, the question of whether the Resurrection 
actually happened is not an empirical, historical question but an exis- 
tential question. What is the significance of what happened — or is taken 
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to have happened — for human existence? What does the Resurrection 
actually mean for an actual person in any actual life? How does love 
and goodness, and creation and goodness, being the final reality, trans- 
late into any life? 

A most important aspect of this power of resurrection must be 
emphasized. If on my personal journey to illumination and unitive 
consciousness, by my heart’s opening to love and forgiveness, I expe- 
rience moments of transcendence that take place in a realm inaccess1- 
ble to reason, I never experience this once and for all. This experience 
is anow and a not-yet experience. Clearly God’s resurrecting power 1s 
not affecting all peoples; God is not all-in-all and that is what Salvation 
is about — God being all-in-all. Redemption in its eschatological full- 
ness is yet to come. Judaism serves as a reminder to Christianity that 
the Kingdom is yet to come. Our eschatological hope is that some day, 
as is prophesied so much in our Scriptures, God will be everything to 
everybody. 

My basic belief is that we each have a lot to do with that prophesy 
coming true. Our eschatological hope must be an energizing motivator 
in the present, not an opiate. God needs us for God’s Kingdom to come 
on earth. How does God act on earth except through us and our activ- 
ity aimed at creating good? We need to become preoccupied with the 
will of God so that it is not limited to sections of activities. We must be 
open to our desire to place our whole life at the disposal of God. If we 
seek to come to our senses, to repent, to live a life of metanoia and turn 
to God when we feel anger and upset at what is going on, we will be 
more and more aware that in all of our life, God is creating situations 
in which of our own free will, we want to be what love wants us to be. 

So if we try hard and if we are open to God’s grace, to the unfailing 
bearing down of God that is our ultimate reality, we come to realize that 
the story of Jesus, a story of how God came to be with us forever, is our 
story; we too can claim the name of Emmanuel — God with us. And we 
can believe in the possibility of living lives of resurrection because we 
know that absolutely nothing, neither death nor life, no angel, no prince, 
nothing that exists, nothing still to come nor any power nor height nor 
death, nor any created thing can ever come between us and the love of 
God made visible in Christ Jesus our Lord. ROMANS: 38-39 


Preface to a Slide Show 


God, Jesus, Judaism, Christianity 
and the Holy Land 


JANUARY 1988 


N THINKING AND THINKING AND THINKING about this talk, about 

what I as a modern Christian could say about my journey in Janu- 
ary to the Holy Land, about following the footsteps of Jesus, about the 
meaning of the Easter event — in fact the whole Christ event — I found 
many, many questions ringing in my head and in my heart. And I know 
these are the same questions that sent me to Israel, that sent me to sem- 
inary, that come up to me Sunday after Sunday, Monday after Monday, 
and on and on. I wonder if some of them are your questions? 

Is Christ the world’s true light as the hymns say? How can it be that 
so much torture and death has occurred in Christ’s name? Why didn’t 
the Jews believe in Jesus as Messiah? Why don’t they now? How do 
we deal with what has been seen by many to be the essence of Christ- 


ian Revelation? 


I am the way, I am the truth, I am life. No one comes to the 
father except by me. JOHN 14 


And other passages in the Newer Testament: 


Afterwards He went about in Galilee because the Jews were 
looking for a chance to kill him. JOHN 7 


I believe our Christian religion generally assumes that Christianity 
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in fact transcends Judaism — historically, morally, ultimately. In a basic 
scholarly text, the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Jesus’ conver- 
sion of water into wine at Cana is seen symbolically as Judaism becom- 
ing Christianity. Their testament is Old; ours is New. 

Most tragically, this line of thinking — albeit sometimes subcon- 
scious — has had awful consequences. As has been asked: Would there 
have been an Auschwitz if we had focused on Jesus as a Jew instead of 
the Christian Messiah? There’s clearly no question that Jesus was a Jew 
—a good Jew, an observant Jew and he stood in the prophetic tradition 
reminding his fellow Jews of where they were falling short in living out 
their religion and loving their fellow creatures which was the way to 
love and to obey God. 

If one studies Judaism it’s actually amazing how “Christian” it 1s — 
meaning that universal truth — God — is manifested regardless of reli- 
gion. A Jewish scholar, Abraham Heschel, describes truth in the ves- 
sels of Judaism in this way: “The degree of our being human stands in 
direct proportion to the degree to which we care for others. Character 
education is ineffective when limited to the teaching of norms and prin- 
ciples. We achieve our fullness of being in being for others.” 

The God of the Jews is, of course, the God of the Christians. God 
is a God of righteousness, which means a God of mercy, because God 
saves us in spite of our iniquities — as Scripture tells us. Redemption 
goes on all the time — with or without the Cross — whether one believes 
in Jesus as Savior — or not. 

My basic question is — does God really care whether or not Iam a 
Christian? I must answer — No. But I feel sure God cares about how I 
live my life. 

So it’s my confession, my belief that God cannot be confined to any 
one religion. As H. Richard Niebuhr said, “We cannot fail to note that 
among many of our companions who refuse to take the name Christ- 
lan, responses to actions are made that seem to be informed by the 
trust, the love of all being, the hope in the open future that have become 
possible to us only in our life with Christ.” 

In our life with Christ. While I believe God works outside of our 
tradition and that the essence of all reality is God, is spirit in the end, I 


am compelled to come to a particular definition of Spirit. For me, God’s 
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word of truth was made flesh and dwells amongst us in the life of Jesus. 
Jesus makes the most profound mystery of life lucid for me, and that 
lucidity is compelling for my life and my actions. I believe he under- 
stood the ways of God; he understood that love is our basic reality and 
his life illumines this for me. Jesus is the part of God that I can under- 
stand. His words and deeds acted out God’s message of love and for- 
giveness. We see this, for example, in his insistence upon associating 
and eating with the low-lifes of his day. 

What happens then — for me — is that the openness and acceptance 
by Jesus of all persons becomes the heart of my understanding of the 
world — the ground and guarantee of my ability to respect the world’s 
quite different ways of confessing faith other than through Christ. 

What has all this to do with a trip to the Holy Land? It means that 
I went there — not just as a pilgrim to seek the historical land of Jesus 
but in the mode of a meditator prepared to see this country as a place 
of revelation of the infinite mystery which has revealed itself in history 
in different ways, at different times, to different people. The glory is 
that we all — Christians, Moslems and Jews — all believe that God did 
reveal God to us, and continues to do so today. 

So now, let’s see slides of this land, the land of the Bible — which is 
not infallible but truthful — the land that has the places where we believe 
God acted on us and we on God. 

In tracing the life of Jesus, we have to realize how difficult it is to say 
authoritatively — this happened here. Christianity was not recognized 
as the official religion of the Roman Empire until the reign of Emperor 
Constantine I, 300 years after Jesus’ death. At that time some shrines 
and churches were built to commemorate Jesus’ life. Constantine’s 
mother, Helena, came to the Holy Land at age 80 and founded three 
churches — Nativity, Crucifixion and Assumption. From the fifth to 
seventh centuries Christian life blossomed — pilgrims began visiting 
and many churches were built. So most of the earliest archeological 
finds of interest date from this period. But at least some are based upon 
ancient traditions and are highly probable as places where Jesus was. 

Other shrines simply commemorate a location or event. Sometimes 
it feels upsetting to see what looks like a garish, over-decorated shrine, 
but the point is to look for the holy behind the shrine. 
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In following the footsteps of Jesus to reconstruct the events in his 
physical life, we unite ourselves with the spirit that rests in them and 
try to grasp more fully what those happenings mean for us about God’s 


purpose. 


Carl Jung Lecture Series 


Spiritual Awakening 
According to Jung 


MARCH 1990 


Part I 


pee ARE MANY IMPORTANT REASONS for reading and study- 
ing Carl Gustav Jung. One, for example, is that he was founda- 
tional in the formation of Alcoholics Anonymous. His contribution 
was to insert the higher power in the 12 steps, as he knew (and had writ- 
ten to the founder of AA) that the thirst for spirits is the thirst for spirit. 
Another example of Jung’s significant influence on our world today is 
his discovery and clarification of Psychological Types (e.g. introvert 
and extrovert, etc.), on which the Myers-Briggs Personality test is 
based. 

The multitudinous books being written by his many disciples and 
others who spent time with him tell of an open, nondefensive individ- 
ual who knew there are no answers and had no need to prove anything. 
Jung was someone who touched people’s hearts and taught them how 
to live through their suffering. From biographies and his autobiogra- 
phy, it is clear that there was a quality of timelessness about Jung, as if 
his life was lived in the dimension of the eternal. He used his inner eye, 
his inner ear to pierce to the heart of things. One could not be in his 
presence without being affected by 1t. 

Jung valued relationships above all. He focused on how the indi- 
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vidual relates to herself (her inferior side) and how individuals relate to 
each other. Ona macro level, he studied how society relates to its infe- 
rior side (e.g. how the shadow side of Germany emerged in World War 
II). He was interested in the question of how a patriarchy treats femi- 
nine values. Jung was aware of the imbalance in Western culture in 
favor of logic, analysis, external achievement and hierarchy. Jung asked 
what happened to the inferior side. In 1925 he was advocating that 
Western society develop wholistic ways of perceiving things. He asked 
what happened to “being rather than doing.” 

He called for us to move away from Hellenistic and Cartesian 
dualisms in thinking about the soul (from a body/spirit split) to think 
about the Hebrew Biblical concept of the soul where the soul 1s a 
person’s total state of being alive — a totality filled with power, vigor 
and joy. 

Carl Jung described himself as one seeking to help cure souls, and 
there can be no doubt that that is exactly what he did. Although known 
as a psychiatrist and founder of a field of psychology, Jung’s funda- 
mental assumption underlying his research and his psychotherapy was 
that a transcendental reality does exist, and that it affects the psyche. 
So above all else, he was a spiritual teacher and healer. As a pioneer in 
the field of depth psychology, he was passionately concerned about the 
inner world of the human, and he sought to find ways to make know- 
able to human consciousness the inner world. While he spent the 
majority of his work on the unconscious, he felt that to connect the 
deeper dimension of our unconscious to our conscious self was a way 
to be in touch with our soul. 

Although he was a Universalist, in his particularity Jung was a 
Christian. But he criticized Christianity in terms of our having lost 
touch with our soul. He wrote: “It may easily happen that a Christian 
who believes in all the sacred figures is still undeveloped in his inner- 
most soul because he has ‘all God outside’ and does not experience 
God in the soul ... Christian civilization has proved hollow to a terri- 
fying degree; it is all veneer but the inner person has remained 
untouched and therefore unchanged. His soul is out of key with his 
external beliefs ... everything is to be found outside in image and in 
church and Bible, but never inside. Too few people have experienced 
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the divine image as the innermost possession of their own souls. It has 
yet to be understood that the mysterium magnum is not only an actu- 
ality but is first and foremost rooted in the human psyche. The one 
who does not know this may be a learned theologian but he has no idea 
of religion.” 

In a letter he wrote in 1932, he referred to the efforts of early the- 
ologians to push God out of the sphere of psychic experience into the 
Absolute. “We all know this was done for the purpose of bolstering up 
the authority of the Church against continual erosion by Gnosis and 
heresy. Thus man was most effectively separated from God and the 
intercession of Ecclesia Mater became unavoidable.” 

Jung thought, along with Meister Eckhart, that every person can be 
a special kind of mystic — and not that a mystic has to be a special kind 
of person. Eckhart thought that a soul is a seed that with good, wise 
and industrious labor can grow into God. The soul’s shell must be 
cracked to release divine energy. He wrote, “in the core of the soul, my 
ground and God are the same. God is within but we are outside. God 
is at home in us but we are abroad.” 

Carl Jung spent his life of 86 rich years calling us to come home 
from abroad. With mystics like Eckhart and Teresa of Avila, Jung 
thought that the soul is a birthplace for the Kingdom of God. In 1934 
Jung wrote, “It is all there. The Kingdom of God is within you. This 1s 
a great psychological truth — Christianity is a beautiful system of psy- 
chotherapy. It heals the suffering of the soul. Jesus also talks about this 
—the Kingdom of God, the place where God rules in our hearts. As 
quoted in LukE 17:20, he said, The kingdom of God comes unwatched 
by men’s eyes; there will be no saying, see it here or see, it is there. The 
Kingdom of God is here, within you.” 

In Jung’s autobiography that he began writing at age 83 with the 
help of his secretary Aniella Jaffe, he wrote, “To me it seemed that one’s 
duty was to explore daily the will of God.” The way Jung sought to do 
God’s will, the way he discerned God’s call, was to encourage us, 
inspire us, tickle us to search out our inner reality — which he thought 
was the indwelling of God. In fact, this has been a central teaching of 
mystical Christianity — that God by grace is present in our soul. As the 
Gospel writer of JoHN wrote in CHAPTER 14, VERSE 23, [f anyone 
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loves me, he will keep my word and my Father will love him, and we 
shall come to him and make our home within him. Jung believed that 
religion consisted in establishing one’s own relationship to God. But 
in this establishing, it is God that does the action; God performs an act 
to which we must simply yield. This act consists of luring us into 
knowing the God within us so that our hearts are no longer restless — 
they are resting in God. 

Atthe time Jung was writing, this revisioning of psychology (which 
at that time was barely past its infancy) — to include spiritual experi- 
ence at its core— was most controversial and not well received. But Jung 
kept on telling his vision of an immanent God. “I have been impelled 
to say what no one wants to hear,” he said. 

Jung was impelled to teach and counsel those who came to him that 
here in this life we already have a link with the infinite. If we under- 
stand this and more importantly, if we have an experience of this, then 
our desires and attitudes will change. 

For Jung, there was no doubt that knowledge of God within is the 
highest value and the supreme satisfaction to the seeker. Jung believed 
we have an inner spark of divinity which is the spiritual me, the me that 
has been created in the image and likeness of God. It is the develop- 
ment of, the completion of, the perfection of this Godlikeness that we 
are called to pursue. 

We do this by turning to inner guidance and Jung spent most of his 
life describing how we do this — how we turn to the God within us. He 
named this process individuation. In an unpublished work, he wrote 
this about individuation: 


“So, always, the inner experience of individuation has been 
appreciated as the most valuable and most important thing in life. 
Itis the only thing that brings any lasting satisfaction to a person. 
Power, glory, wealth mean nothing in comparison. These things 
are external and futile. The really important things are within ... 
Rich people should be happy but often they are not; they are 
bored to death. Therefore it is ever so much better for one to 
work on an inner condition that gives one an inner happiness. 
Experience shows that there are certain psychological conditions 
in which a person gets eternal results. They have something of 
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the quality of timelessness, of reaching beyond a person. 


Individuation means becoming a single, homogeneous being — 
finding our innermost and incomparable uniqueness. It implies 
becoming one’s own self. Individuation is not a goal but a nat- 
ural process; it is founded on the instinctive urge of every living 
creature to reach its own totality, which means completion — not 


perfection. An example would be the oak that is implicit in the 
acorn.” 


Thus individuation is a name for the deep human yearning to come 
to wholeness and fulfillment. Jung’s life was devoted to helping per- 
sons find ways in which the numerous psychic resources of their 
humanity could be disclosed and set free to be the carriers of the very 
power of God at work in their midst. 

Individuation is a life opus. It is a task that calls upon us not to avoid 
life’s difficulties and dangers but to learn from suffering. It is a search 
for a discovery of meaning in the patterns of events that form our lives. 
This process will not mean happiness for us but rather growth. It is 
often painful — but never boring. It does not mean getting out of life 
what we think we want. What we will get is the development and 
purification of our soul. 

For Jung — to be healthy meant to be whole. The truly healthy 
person is the one involved in the lifelong process of individuation. 

Individuation does not mean individualism in the narrow egocen- 
tric sense. When an individual fulfills her individual nature, she does 
not become selfish and self-absorbed. She becomes not only an indi- 
vidual but also a member of a collectivity. The accent is on the fulfill- 
ment of our own nature as it is related to the whole — the whole of 
humanity, the whole world. 

When we assent to the process of individuation, we are consciously 
assenting to the power of the inner voice, and we begin to develop true 
(and our own) personality. As Jung says, only personalities have the 
power to create community — that is, to become integral parts of a 
human group and not merely a number in the mass. For the mass is 
only a sum of individuals and can never, like a community, become a 


living organism that receives and bestows life. 
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In the process of individuation we seek to become the highest form 
of life we uniquely can be. This does not mean we end up dissolving 
ourselves in God. This means we become God’s hands and feet, voice, 
and we are looking for what God wants us to do in this world — where 
(for the time being, at least) we are located. 

Before examining Jung’s basic concepts, let us turn briefly to a 
sketch of Jung’s life. Carl Gustav Jung was born July 26, 1875 in Kess- 
wil, a small village in Switzerland. His father was a Swiss Reform pastor 
and Jung grew up ina small parish on the falls of the Rhine River. Per- 
haps this location engendered his love of water. Jung wrote in his later 
years, “Without water, no one could live at all.” He remained close to 
nature all of his life. 

When he was nine his sister (and only sibling) was born, but he basi- 
cally ignored her and continued to play by himself. His father was a 
deeply unhappy man whose faith did not serve to nourish him; in fact 
he was hard to get along with. His mother seemed to have two per- 
sonalities: one, the docile, proper domestic wife and the other, a highly 
psychic and primitive one. Jung sought refuge in the attic. He carved a 
doll out of wood with which he had endless hours of ceremonies and 
rituals. He divulged his innermost secrets to this doll. 

At age 11 he changed from the village school to attend a large school 
in the city of Basel. He found school tedious and felt it took too much 
time away from reading. He fell prey to fainting spells that kept him 
out of school. Then one day he overheard his father talking to his 
mother: “The doctors no longer know what’s wrong with him. It 
would be dreadful if he were incurable. I have lost what little I had, and 
what will become of the boy if he can’t earn his own living.” 

From that moment on, the fainting spells disappeared. Jung says he 
really learned what a neurosis was from this experience. Beginning in 
early childhood, Jung had dreams, feelings and experiences he dared 
not tell anyone. He made repeated attempts to discuss religion with his 
father but ironically this subject was the barrier which made commu- 
nication between the two virtually impossible. His father refused to 
discuss the topic of religion whatsoever, asserting simply that one 


ought to believe and have faith. So Jung remembers his childhood as 
one of unendurable loneliness. 
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At 18, he enrolled in Basel University. He wanted to study arche- 
ology, but it was not available so he chose science. During summer 
vacation, two occult experiences occurred which influenced Jung’s 
vocational choice of medicine. While studying he heard a shot. The 
dining room table had split in two and not along the joint. Later a large 
bread knife shattered in pieces for no apparent reason. Jung began 
attending seances. Dreams, fantasies and parapsychology were always 
to play a great role in Jung’s life — especially when he had to make an 
important decision. For his dissertation, he investigated the behavior of 
a medium, a 15-year-old girl. That fall he read one chapter in a book 
on psychiatry — which struck him like a bolt of lightning. He had found 
his area of specialization. 

His professors were dismayed. They considered psychiatry to be a 
lot of nonsense. Why would he abandon a promising career for such an 
absurd field? Psychiatrists were as peculiar as the patients they treated. 
In December of 1900, Jung assumed his first professional appointment 
at Burghozli Mental Hospital in Zurich, the most famous in Europe. 
Dominating his investigation and research was the burning question, 
“What actually happens inside the mentally ill?” 

He developed a word association test. If a person had an emotional 
reaction to a word (measured by physiological tests) or hesitated, this 
indicated that the word had struck what Jung called a “complex.” Jung 
began private practice of psychiatry. The publication of his studies on 
complexes established Jung’s reputation in America. In 1909 he visited 
Clark University. Jung followed Freud’s writings closely and sent him 
his first book. Freud then visited him in Vienna where they talked con- 
tinuously for thirteen hours at their first meeting. Their personal and 
professional relationship lasted six years. They corresponded on a 
working basis. Freud called him his crown prince and successor. How- 
ever, they disagreed on what the unconscious is. Jung knew that his 
next book, Symbols of Transformation, would cost him the friendship 
— and it did. Then followed a three year fallow period during which 
Jung did no research or teaching. Then he published one of his finest 
books — Psychological Types. He began to have regular meetings with 
students in his home. He learned Swahili, he traveled the world: the 
Sahara, Egypt, New Mexico. Pueblo Indians, whose religious beliefs 
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had been held with utmost secrecy, shared them with Jung. He studied 
Eastern religions, myth, the I Ching, alchemy, astrology, Greek, Latin, 
yoga, flying saucers and other paranormal phenomena. 

He married Emma Rauschenbush in 1903 — who collaborated with 
him until her death in 1955. Jung said it was essential for him to have a 
normal home life as a counter balance for his strange inner world of 
dreams, fantasies, and occult experiences. In 1922 he built Bollingen on 
Lake Zurich, as a retreat for himself and his family. 

He received honorary degrees from Harvard, Oxford, and other 
universities. He had a huge analytical practice with well-known, 
accomplished people as well as unknown people. He had an extremely 
democratic and humble manner, with no self-importance. 

Physically, Jung was a tall broad shouldered man who was vigorous 
and very healthy. He had a jovial manner, a twinkle in his eye, a hearty, 
infectious laugh, and a wonderful sense of humor. He was a good lis- 
tener as well as an interesting talker. He never appeared to be hurried 
or preoccupied. He gave one his full attention. He was tolerant of dif- 
ferent points of view. He was simple in speech, including slang and put 
people at their ease. At the same time he was a scholar of vast erudition. 

He died in 1961 at the age of 86. Some of the renowned speakers at 
his memorial included Paul Mellon, Paul Tillich, and Arnold Toynbee. 
Now let’s examine Jung’s basic concepts. 


Psyche 


The psyche comes from a Latin word that means soul and is objectively 
real. The Psyche embraced thought, feeling, behavior — conscious and 
unconscious. The concept of psyche affirms Jung’s primary idea that a 
person is a whole. 

Like the body, the psyche is a product of evolution. No one believes 
that she or he personally produces her or his body. We recognize the 
instinctive wisdom of the body, its remarkable capacity for adjustment 
to the demands of life, its ability to heal itself. 

It is the same way with the psyche, which likewise is self-healing 


and contains an equally rich wisdom. The goal of the psyche is to bring 
about maximum consciousness. 
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There are three levels in the psyche: 
I. consciousness 

2. the personal unconscious 

3. the collective unconscious 


One of the primary tenets of Jung’s thought is that the way to 
health, to wholeness, to at-one-ment is through the process of bring- 
ing material from the unconscious to the conscious level — this is 
absolutely crucial. Jung was well aware that life is a series of problems, 
of ongoing suffering and that the most important problems of life are 
fundamentally unsolvable. But somehow when our level of conscious- 
ness is raised, somehow — magically — our unsolvable problems lose 
their urgency. Our most serious problem is not solved logically on its 
own terms, but it fades out or is outgrown before a new and stronger 
life tendency (e.g. a cancer patient learns to ask for healing, not to be 
cured). How this happens is mystical and mysterious. Jung thought 
that when we experience the profound symbolic contents of our 
psyche, we in fact encounter the eternal principles that confirm the 
workings of God within us. 

Consciousness takes place in the ego. This is the mind — the “I.” This 
is the only part of the mind that is known directly by the individual. 
The ego is the gatekeeper. Unless the ego acknowledges the presence of 
an idea, a feeling, a memory, it cannot be brought into awareness. The 
ego is highly selective. Much psychic material is fed into it but little 
comes out. Our ego is what provides us our identity, the continuity of 
our personality. 

What Jung asks us to do is to invite a relationship between the ego 
and the forces of the unconscious. We need to include our unconscious 
as our partner in life. If we deliberately give conscious energy to the 
contents of the unconscious, we will win its positive energy and sup- 
port. On the other hand, if we reject the unconscious, it will turn 
against us, and a negative state of affairs will come about. When the 
unconscious appears as a threat to the ego, it may be projected in the 
form of fears, disturbing symptoms, phobias, troubled dreams, etc. 
Contact with the unconscious is the sine qua non for mental health. 
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Personal Unconscious ~ 


Jung’s definition of the personal unconscious equals Freud’s whole 
unconscious. It is the repository of forgotten, repressed experiences — 
like a basement into which disagreeable and unwanted things are 
thrown away and hidden. Experiences that fail to gain recognition by 
the ego do not disappear from the psyche, for nothing that has been 
experienced ceases to exist. They are stored in the personal uncon- 
scious. 

This part of our unconscious has much to teach us, and to accept a 
relationship with it is to be taught by it. This unconscious knows what 
we do not know and what we must learn about ourselves if we are to 
become well. To allow the repressed part of our personality into con- 
sciousness is to be taught what we need to know in order to become 
whole. In this lies our cure. 

Jung’s most important contribution to our knowledge of the heal- 
ing process is his discovery of the other part of our unconscious — the 
collective unconscious. Rather than being like the basement into which 
things are discarded, the unconscious 1s like a vast inner world which 
has existed as long as has the human body. It is like a 3-million-year- 
old mind. 

The collective unconscious contains the whole spiritual heritage of 
human kind’s evolution born anew in the brain structure of every indi- 
vidual. The collective unconscious contains what is available to us from 
the memory of humanity. It is the depository of all experiences from 
ancient days — themes from legends, myths, fairy tales and so on. 

Through the collective unconscious we are linked with the past of 
the species. In this reservoir of primordial images, we have the dispo- 
sitions for responding to the world in the same way our ancestors did 
(fear of the dark, of snakes, etc.). 

The contents of the collective unconscious are called archetypes. 
Archetype means prototype — an original model after which other sim- 
ilar things are patterned. Jung saw that there are worldwide patterns of 
myth and symbolism that are in everybody, in all cultures. The arche- 
type of the structure of the psyche accounts for the astonishing simi- 
larity of mythical motifs all over the world. 


They’re like Platonic essential ideas. We can never fully know an 


Questions About God 2, 22 5 


archetype. We can only know our particular experience of them. 
They’re similar to a negative of a photograph. They have to be devel- 
oped by experience. Some archetypes are birth, death, rebirth, power, 
image, the hero, the child, the trickster, God, demon, wise old man, 
earth mother. 

The central archetype in the collective unconscious is the Self — 
which is the archetype of order, of organization, of unification. It har- 
monizes all the archetypes and their manifestations. It’s the force that 
sends material from our unconscious to our conscious, the force that 
lures us toward individuation. Some see it as God — God present in the 
psyche as Self — which lures us into greater personal wholeness through 
the gradual reconciliation of opposites. The Self is the central and deep- 
est part of the unconscious. 

Jung said that the basic truth about the unconscious is that it 
remains unconscious. So how do we receive messages from it? Through 
symbols — in our dreams, our fantasies, our intuitions, slips of the 
tongue, synchronistic events. When we befriend this whole process, we 
are letting life shape and energize us. 


Persona 


“Per” — means through and “sona” means sound. Our persona is our 
Greek mask — that which we sound through. Persona originally 
denoted a mask worn by an actor, which enabled him to play a specific 
role in a play. Our persona is the mask or fagade we exhibit publicly 
with the intention of presenting a favorable impression so society will 
accept us. 

It’s our role, our clothes, our behavior — what we develop in the first 
half of life. The persona is necessary for survival — it enables us to get 
along with people (even those we dislike) in an amicable manner. It is 
the basis for social and community life. 

However, if a person becomes too involved and too preoccupied 
with the role she’s playing and if her ego begins to identify solely with 
her role, the other sides of her personality will be pushed aside. A per- 
sona-ridden person becomes alienated from his true nature — e.g. 
people who accomplish great things may suddenly discover their lives 


are meaningless. 
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Shadow 


The opposite of persona is shadow — our shadow is the opposite of 
what we want people to see. This archetype contains more of our basic 
animal nature than any other archetype. To become civilized, one sup- 
presses the animal side of one’s nature. But this is at the expense of 
decreasing one’s power for spontaneity, creativity, and deep insights. 

Jung wrote, “The shadow personifies every thing that the subject 
refuses to acknowledge about himself and yet it is always thrusting 
itself upon him directly or indirectly.” The shadow is not necessarily 
evil. If a person is macho and strong, the shadow may be weak and 
compassionate. It’s the part of our personality denied expression in our 
life. Our shadow appears in our dreams (as a personality of the same 
sex) and can also manifest itself in the outside world by the mechanism 
of projection — that is, we put onto someone else the shadow traits of 
ourselves. 

How to deal with our shadow is a psychological question to which 
there is no short answer, no short cut — it is a life’s work. We can start 
by recognizing our projections — whom do you dislike and whom do 
you admire? Facing the shadow side and withdrawing projections is 
not an easy or happy experience. But the more we disown our shadow, 
the more destructive it can be. 

Confronting the shadow brings on feelings of insufferable guilt, 
powerful feelings of having wasted one’s life, having lived a life of self- 
deception. It can create feelings of hopelessness, panic, impossibility. 
It is little wonder then, that most people leave their shadows where 
they are — firmly planted, nailed down and fixed on someone else. 

Jung wrote, “If you imagine someone who’s brave enough to with- 
draw all their projections, then you get an individual who is conscious 
of a considerable shadow ... he has become a serious problem to him- 
self as he is now unable to say — they do this, they are wrong, they must 
be fought against. Such a person knows that whatever is wrong in the 
world is wrong with himself.” 

When the ego and the shadow work in close harmony the person 
feels full of life and vigor. The ego channels-instead of obstructs the 
forces emanating from the instincts. Consciousness is expanded, a 
person is more physically alive and vigorous and there is also a liveli- 
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ness and vitality to mental activity. One is humble and is able to find a 


way to love one’s enemy. There is a quality of saltiness and earthiness 
about one who is in touch with his shadow. 


Anima/Animus 


These reside in the unconscious. The Anima is the contrasexual/femi- 
nine side of the male psyche. It leads the way in spiritual development 
and helps us get into correlatedness, acceptance, forgiveness and grat- 
itude. 

The Animus is our male, executive, active side. If the personality is 
to be harmoniously balanced, the feminine side of a man’s personality 
and the masculine side of the woman’s personality must be allowed to 
express themselves in consciousness and behavior. They come from the 
unconscious to us through dreams, visions, projections as an image — 
to seduce us into life, to help us grow into mature conscious life, and 
into relational life where we are related to ourselves, our brothers and 
sisters, and to God. We are able to see that everything in the world is a 
Thou. And this is not a relationship of symbiosis. I do not say I love 
you because I need you, but rather, I can be alone without you but I 
choose to be with you. 

How do we become conscious? It is ours through living our own 
experiences. We begin with turmoil. We do not avoid anything. We 
expose ourselves to where we feel insecure. We ask of our suffering, 
“What do you want to teach me? I truly want to know.” 

This is not something we can will or make — but this is something 
to which we can submit, and the reward is we get to know who we 


truly are. 


Part Il 


In 1937, Carl Jung said, “It is all there. The kingdom of God is within 
us. This is a great psychological truth.” Before we get into the meat of 
this conviction that came from Jung’s very heart, a truth he had distilled 
from the essence of his own life experience, I would like to make a few 
preliminary remarks about why I believe the study of Carl Jung — his 
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written works, his letters, his conversations, recollection of others of 
his effect on them and their lives — is so important and so significant, 
and so fun in our world of the twenty-first century minus one decade. 

The interest in the implication of Jungian psychology for the theory 
and practice of spirituality have been growing at a rapid rate for the 
past few decades in both Christian and non-Christian religious com- 
munities. It has become widely understood that a Jungian perspective 
adds a substantial amount of depth and insight to inquiries regarding 
the dynamics of the human experience of the sacred. 

Throughout the world, women and men are gathering together in 
small groups to study the writings of Carl Jung and to reflect on their 
implications for human society and the human religious pilgrimage. 
Let’s consider why this is so. First, I believe that many people have 
come to realize that tribalism in human culture, politics and religion 
must be transcended. Ways must be found to help people find and 
affirm their common humanity and common spiritual roots. It seems 
as if Jungian thought has proved to be a most effective resource in facil- 
itating this process. 

Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious is hailed by increasing 
numbers as a basis for seeking communication and understanding 
between different cultures as well as different religious communities. 

Interpreting out of a Jungian perspective encourages an apprecia- 
tive consciousness with regard to the symbolic and ritual forms of tra- 
ditions other than one’s own. Joseph Campbell and Mircea Elide were 
very taken with the study of Jung. 

Jung’s psychology is founded on the assumption that at the deepest 
levels, human beings are connected and that it is through these deep 
structures of the psyche that we make our most significant connections 
with spiritual reality. For someone who is a monotheist, who believes 
in one God, creator, sustainer and Redeemer of all (including Chris- 
tians and Buddhists and fundamentalists), it is good news indeed to 
know that despite our particularity of belief about God, in the very 
roots of our being we have more in common than is alien and different 
to others. ~ 

From a Jungian point of view, all religious forms and formulations 
are partial and also precious, deserving of careful, receptive scrutiny in 
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the hope of gleaning the insight and illumination which we need to 
push back the veil of unconsciousness which leads all of us — across the 
planet — to commit atrocities in the name of Divine Reality — in the 
names of Jesus or Muhammad or democracy and so on. 

Know that the increasing interest in human spirituality is not 
simply a concern of religious professionals. So many of us know in our 
hearts that we, all humans ~ are in crisis. We know and experience the 
deterioration of the influence of traditional moral and religious values, 
the worsening ecological situation, the presence of rampant material- 
ism, our acceptance of poverty and violence. We have an awareness that 
traditional approaches to this crisis, which is actually a spiritual crisis, 
will not suffice. 

The good news preached by Carl Jung is that we have available to 
us a source of inner guidance that can lead us in this time of crisis, (crisis 
meaning a time of opportunity as well as time of possible dire conse- 
quences.) For Jung this source of inner guidance is a psychological real- 
ity, and it is clear that the psychological reality he describes corre- 
sponds to what from a spiritual or theological perspective has been 
called Spirit or God. 

The essential truth attested to by both Jungian psychology and spir- 
itual tradition is that human life must find a center of guidance outside 
the ego. Jung says the one who is able to cultivate the relationship 
between the ego — (the conscious mind) — and a source that lies outside 
the ego —is the psychologically mature and fulfilled individual. I believe 
another way of stating this truth is that each of us is capable of expert- 
encing what Jesus says in LuKE 17 —the Kingdom of God is within you. 
In JOHN 3:1—6 Jesus tells Nicodemus that unless one is born again — 
from the Spirit and not just of the flesh — she or he cannot see the King- 
dom of God; this is good news. Jesus is telling us about the in-break- 
ing of the Kingdom of God — into our very lives — now. Jesus says Thy 
Kingdom Come - on earth. The Kingdom of God is not a physical place 
we go to after we die, e.g. heaven, (if we are lucky). 

We enter into the Kingdom of God on earth — now, today — when 
we allow God to rule in our hearts and lives. This is the same message 
underlying Jung’s writings — that God can guide us from the center of 
our being — if we but allow this. What I love about Jung’s writings 1s 
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that they contain the psychological tools that are needed to allow this 
to happen. 

I know there are certain truths that a person cannot accept simply 
by hearing them or reading about them. He or she must discover them 
for her or himself. What I am talking about is a truth that Jung discov- 
ered in his life. Yet when he wrote about his discovery, his writings 
were not met with widespread receptivity. In fact they were met with 
controversy and even rejection and derision. As he wrote in a letter in 
1939, “For most people my Christian standpoint remains hidden, and 
because of the strangeness of my language and the incomprehensibil- 
ity of my interests, | am given a wide berth.” 

But Jung didn’t really mind because he was speaking from his expe- 
rience — just as the men who wrote the New Testament were men 
whose lives had been changed by their actual real experience of Jesus 
as a living presence. They wrote their gospels because they wanted to 
find a way to explain and to communicate their experience — of whole- 
ness, of freedom, of God’s unconditional love that transcends all, 
including physical death. 

Jesus tells of the Samaritan woman at the well in JOHN 4:14 towhom 
he says, “Whoever drinks of the water that I shall give will never thirst.” 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Paul tasted of this living water. Jung 
also tasted of this living water and dedicated his life to exploring ways 
to help all of us taste this living water. While he thought that the teach- 
ing of the past could be edifying, Jung knew that in itself it does noth- 
ing. He believed that unless we have a personal religious experience, 
knowing from the inside what religion, what God, what living in God’s 
Kingdom, under God’s rule meant, nothing really happens to us in our 
ordinary, everyday, mundane existence. 

At age 70, in a letter written in 1945, he said, “It is of the highest 
importance that the educated and enlightened should know religious 
truth as a living thing in the human soul and not as an abstruse and 
unreasonable relic of the past.” 

He wrote another time, “It is not Christianity but our conception 
and interpretation of it that has become anttquated ... the Christian 
symbol is a living thing that carries in itself the seeds of further devel- 


opment. It can go on developing ... it depends on us.” (Psychology and 
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Religion). 

Jung’s heart’s desire for each and every one of us is that we come to 
experience religion directly personally, intimately — with no need of 
any intermediary between us and God. He writes, “No matter what 
the world thinks about religious experience, the one who has it pos- 
sesses the great treasure of a thing that has provided him witha source 
of life, meaning and beauty ... Is there, as a matter of fact, any better 
truth about the ultimate things than the one which helps you live?” 
(Psychology and Religion). | 

He knew from boyhood experience that most of the church goers 
in his father’s church had no real conviction of the words they said or 
sang — that there was no living experience behind them. He wrote of 
certain theologians with characteristic Jungian compassionate criticism. 

“With a truly tragic delusion, theologians fail to see that it is not a 
matter of theologians praising the existence of light but of blind people 
who do not know that their eyes could see. It is much more needful to 
teach people the art of seeing.” 

So, for his life’s work, Jung had as his objective, to show how God 
can have a real bearing on our lives as we actually live them. He pro- 
duced a mass of evidence to show that religion does work and that it 
can act as a transforming and renewing influence in those who will 
open themselves to its influence. I absolutely believe that Jung’s psy- 
chology can help us as Christians recover a sense of the reality of God, 
of Jesus Christ and of new life through him. 

So let’s review briefly a summary of the core of his psychology and 
then move to more elaboration of the psychological tools that he has 
set out to help us discern the reality of God in our lives. 

Jung’s psychology comes out of his participation in the Judeo- 
Christian heritage which paints God as a God who has not acted alone 
in human history but rather in conjunction with. This concept accords 
clearly too much of the writings of the New Testament (where psyche 
is mentioned 102 times) as well as the Old Testament and also with 
Christian mystical tradition — as Jung well knew. This tradition which 
came out of actual life experience of mystics speaks about the imma- 
nence and the transcendence of God. If God can be found everywhere 
in creation, how blasphemous to think God is not to be found in the 
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human soul! The mystics teach us that in fact it is in our soul that God 
is most accessible. The center of the soul is the common symbolic locus 
for Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, St. John of the Cross, the author 
of the Cloud of Unknowing, Meister Eckhart, Paul, the writer of the 
Fourth Gospel. The quest for these mystics was the search for an expe- 
rienced union with God. The good news of Carl Jung is that this expe- 
rience is available to every one of us! 

The core principle of Jung’s psychology is that the psyche is an 
objective reality and it is developed and transformed by the relation- 
ship of the ego (our consciousness) and the contents of the unconscious 
(both personal and collective). This transforming 1s ongoing; it’s a 
process, and the process is called individuation. 

This process is a movement toward wholeness. It’s a process that 
moves one to become the person God created him or her to be — com- 
pleted, unique. The foundation for this basic principle of Jung came 
from his own life. In the first line of his autobiography, Memories, 
Dreams and Reflection (which he was finally convinced to write at 81), 
he says, “My life is a story of the self-realization of the unconscious.” 

Jung perceived that from our infancy onwards, we are subjected to 
strong pressures from society (parents, teachers, other important 
people in our lives) to conform to what people expect of us — what they 
need from us. This is unavoidable. But the attitudes and habits, which 
we form in our efforts to adapt to society, cause us to repress much of 
the instinctive ways and impulses of our true nature. Then inner ener- 
gies, which lie repressed in our unconscious, seem to us dangerous and 
sometimes even evil. Jung repeats how much courage it takes-to risk 
confronting them, and what pain. But it is only in this confrontation 
that we discern our true individuality, our wholeness. 

If we welcome expanded consciousness, we need to risk being 
involved with everything that happens to us in life — our bad feelings, 
our fears as well as our constructive urges. Our entire earthly existence 
is the crucible in which the forging of our whole person takes place. We 
need to welcome messages from the depths of our psyche as gifts, 
although they are not always immediately pléasant ones. We must not 
see our illnesses, our neurosis as entirely negative. What these are 
telling us is that we have some inadequate or mistaken answers to the 
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questions of life. We know that we and others who have successfully 
secured outward success, financial security, marriage, reputation and 
so on often remain unhappy and neurotic even after we attain what we 
were seeking. So our neurotic symptoms may be telling us we need to 
broaden our concepts of the meaning of life. Our neurosis can point to 
a new possibility of development for us. 

Jung wrote, “When one follows the path of individuation, when one 
lives his own life, one must take mistakes into the bargain: life would 
not be complete without them. There is no guarantee, not for a single 
moment — that we will not fall into error or stumble into deadly peril. 
We may think there is a sure road. But that would be the road of death. 
If we are to become whole, life will send us, not what we want but what 
we need in order to grow whole. 

The process of individuation, of becoming — is not simply experi- 
enced. It is more like negotiating precipitous slopes or like hand-to- 
hand struggle in spiritual combat. No wonder we cling to our illusions 
with such stubbornness, such tenacity. Stories, sagas, tales of mythical 
journeys often offer us more illumination than do clinical diagnosis or 
ethical treatises. 

In the first half of life we devote our energies to developing our ego, 
our persona, to achievement and usefulness. What is so ironic is that as 
we approach midlife, the more successful we have been at winning our 
place in society, the more entrenched we can be in believing that we 
now know the course for us, the right ideas and principles of behavior. 
“For this reason, says Jung, we suppose them to be eternally valid ... 
We overlook the essential fact that the social goal is attained only at the 
cost of diminution of personality. Many — far too many aspects of life 
which should have been experienced, lie in the lumber room among 
dusty memories; but sometimes they are glowing coals under gray 
ashes.” 

Jung writes in Memories, Dreams and Reflections: “The worst of all 
is that intelligent and cultivated people live their lives without even 
knowing of the possibility of transformation. Wholly unprepared, they 
embark upon the second half of life ... Worse still, we take this step 
with the false assumption that our truths and ideas will serve us as 
hither to ... But we cannot live the afternoon of life according to the 
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program of life’s morning. For what was great in the morning will be 
little in the evening and what in the morning was true, will at evening 
have become a lie.” 

The significance at the morning undoubtedly lies in the develop- 
ment of the individual, our entrenchment in the outer world, the prop- 
agation of our kind, the care of our children. This is the obvious 
purpose of nature. 

But when this purpose has been attained — and more than attained 
— shall the earning of the dollar, the extension of conquests and the 
expansion of life go steadily on beyond the bounds of all reason and 
sense? “Whoever carries over into the afternoon the law of the morn- 
ing,” says Jung, “must pay for it with damage to his soul.” 

Another function of the drive for accumulating material things, for 
power over others is to help us cope with the spector of death which is 
as present to us as the air we breathe, whether we reflect upon it or not. 
Jung believes the desperate attempt to deny this impending fact of life 
can become a root factor for ethical evil on personal and communal 
levels. 

He sees that the archetypal images from the unconscious can help 
our ego-consciousness accept and cope creatively with our sense of 
finitude. The fear of death is not fully eliminated but the quest to sur- 
vive at all costs recedes and the quality of one’s remaining years 
becomes uppermost. We are summoned not to resist death as a terror 
but to make of death a wise companion. 

The symbolic images from the unconscious not only prepare us for 
death but they also intimate the possibility of life after death. When we 
are involved in the process of individuation, of self-realization, we 
return to the eternal stream in which birth and death are stations of pas- 
sage and the meaning of life no longer resides in the ego. The symbolic 
images from the unconscious allow us to encounter in ourselves — to 
be relinked to — (and the semantic root of the word religion — religio 
means a tying back or rejoining) the huminous depths of our own 
being. Another definitive characteristic of individuation is having a 
sense of being in relation. Jung writes, “Coming to one’s self involves 


a simultaneous acknowledgement and acceptance of our kinship with 
those around us.” 
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The best news about individuation is that this process happens more 
by serendipity than by striving. This self, this transcendent center of 
the personality functions on its own as a lure. What we need to do is 
submit ourselves to this unknown, yet beneficent power. 

As is written in Acts 17:28 For in him we live and move and have 
our being. The awareness that we live with the presence of mystery, 
with spirit as objective fact — this awareness may occur in rare blinding 
moments when it breaks in upon us. It also comes in the most conven- 
tional contexts and tasks of daily life. For Jung, this experience is a 
charisma — an unexpected grace, for it is not vouchsafed for us unless 
God grants it. On the other hand, it zs vouchsafed for us only if we give 
up the ego as the supreme authority and put ourselves wholly under 
the will of God. Jung writes, “If one undertakes the inner journey lead- 
ing to individuation, he cannot fail to meet God. Because the self can 
only be attained — never achieved. Something gratuitous is required. In 
this way, the person intent upon individuation will experience God — 
not however as God in God’s self but in his “grace.” 

Let us now turn towards ways we can be open to signs and symbols 
of our unconscious. As we have said before the process of individua- 
tion is the tendency of the psyche to differentiate and to integrate those 
aspects of the self that at an earlier time have been devalued or have per- 
ished from conscious life. So the psyche’s main task is to come to know 
one’s other side that has been left relatively underdeveloped in the first 
half of life. Attitudes toward life that one has regarded as established 
are subtly called into question. So we begin to move toward discern- 
ing our inferior “types,” i.e. our ways of approaching life and of pro- 
cessing data from the world. For instance, intuitive types may 
rediscover the wholeness and goodness of the physical and sensate. 
Thinking types often begin to discern the need for making value judge- 
ments. One feels drawn to confront the full range of one’s feelings and 
thoughts and desires with more honesty and discernment. As we con- 
sciously try to be aware of our inferior type, we will feel awkward and 
clumsy. We are helped to overcome the one-sided tendencies in our 
personalities. 

We begin to listen to and learn from the voices of our shadow — 
which whispers painful truths. Our persona/shadow split is never abol- 
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ished or healed in any final sense but the masks we wear become less 
rigid and brittle. They become more revealing of our true nature and 
thereby assist this human task not to be perfect but to be more com- 
plete. 

Another way to get in touch with our shadow is to hear feedback 
from others or even when we’re brave enough ~ solicit it. A really effec- 
tive way to find out about our shadow is to examine our projections. 
Projection is an unconscious, automatic process whereby an uncon- 
scious content transfers itself to an object and truly seems to belong to 
it. This is an involuntary transformation of something unconscious of 
ourselves into an outer object. 

The object of a projection usually has the projected quality but to a 
lesser degree then is perceived by the projector. For every projection, 
there is a hook, a tendency toward the quality projected. For example 
if your spouse exhibits a bad temper, this is likely your projection. Pro- 
jection is always occurring when you have an extreme feeling — either 
negative or positive. Anytime our response to another involves exces- 
sive emotion or overreaction, we can be sure something unconscious 
has been prodded and is being activated. 

So list the qualities you really dislike (greed, conceit, laziness) — in 
fact the ones you loathe and despise and you can begin the horrific 
process of taking back your projections. Those who are successful in 
this process have an earthiness, a saltiness to them. When we are in 
touch with our primitive side, our feet seem to be on the ground, we 
seem real, trustworthy, authentic, a solid person. We possess an inner 
authority. 

Jesus was in touch with his shadow. He responded once, Why callest 
thou me good? He knew his shadow. He had struggled with Satan in 
the wilderness. Jacob had to wrestle with the dark stranger who only 
later was revealed to be an angel of God. He was wounded in that 
struggle so that forever after he limped. That encounter transformed 
him. He was no longer Jacob but Israel. The new land promised him by 
God was now open to him. So our shadow is not evil. If not dealt with, 
it can bea source of evil. But it also can be a source of enlargement and 


enrichment of the human personality. 


The Via Regia, the royal road to the unconscious for Jung was 
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through dreams. In dreams our souls talk to us. We know that the 
dream is a phenomenon which the Bible and the early church took seri- 
ously as one of the modes in which God made known God’s will. Jung 
thought that dreams give us information about the secrets of our inner 
life, and reveal to the dreamer hidden facets of her personality. So the 
dream is one of the main devices by means of which the unconscious 
seeks to bring home to an individual important facets which she has 
been overlooking. 

The unconscious produces dreams to give us clues to those func- 
tions and archetypes of the psyche pressing at the moment for recog- 
nition. Other productions of the unconscious include our waking 
fantasies, daydreams, slips of the tongue, slips of behavior — the 
thoughts and impulses that arise unbidden into consciousness. All 
these are ways in which we can learn to experience our own being. 

We also receive information about our inner process through the 
world outside of ourselves. We are guided through other people, their 
friendships, their advice and even their antagonism, as well as the influ- 
ence of people from their past — their writings, their art and the insti- 
tutions they built. 

A fascinating phenomenon described by Jung that serves as a guide 
in the individuation process is what he named synchronicity, which 
occurs when an objective event coincides meaningfully with a psychic 
process. When one is faced with a difficult decision or choice and one 
asks for help from an inner guide, one discovers that one meets people, 
receives phone calls, overhears conversations, which give invaluable 
data to help one make the decision. Doors seem to be opened or closed 
by an unseen hand. The more one asks for this and acknowledges this, 
the more it happens. When our attention is called by anything, large or 
small, the question we need to ask is what is this trying to bring to our 
attention? As we probe the underground movements of subversion at 
work in our actions and thoughts and feelings, we need to be ready for 
self-examination — as we ask ourselves, “Why did I forget that appoint- 
ment? Why did that news make me feel so disappointed?” 

Jung also saw that we could be reading the Bible in this same way. 


He very much believed as is written in 2 TIMOTHY 3:16: 
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All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable in teaching, for 
reproof, for correction and for training in righteousness that the 
person of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. 


For Jung, the function of Scripture is to instruct the soul so that we 
are transformed. The Bible is a book of transformation, to be assimi- 
lated in our bones. But in order for the Word to function as the power 
and presence of God at work in our lives, we need to be vital partici- 
pants with the Word. We need to read the Word as God’s personal letter 
to us, to ask how the text resonates in us — because what the text evokes 
depends upon our personal life experience. Jung described two meth- 
ods which we can use to help us perceive the words and visions we 
sorely need to be brought to our consciousness. One is amplification 
which is when we brainstorm all the associations we have with the the- 
ories and images that speak to our personal situations. One other is 
called active imagination which means to turn to our imagination to 
find new ways and forms of experiencing spiritual truths — as in paint- 
ing. While there is an element of givenness and grace in this process of 
individuation, this coming to wholeness, Jung also made it clear it is 
also contingent on choice. We must desire wholeness as the pearl of 
great price. This process is in the end a moral decision. Jung tells us we 
have a vocation. To have a vocation means to be addressed by a voice. 
Are we willing to decide we want to hear our inner voice? 

If we do — we know we are embarking on a step-by-step journey. 
We won't find final answers. There will always be regression with our 
progression. We know that the way we grow into consciousness is 
through the necessary losses of life. We may learn how to gain under- 
standing through our pain. We will begin to attain an attitude of toler- 
ance and kindness toward others, which is possible only in those who 
have evolved and consciously experienced their own darkest depths. 
We will experience one of the greatest gifts of God — creativity that 
comes when we are in contact with the contents of our inner world. 

We will be able to answer the question Einstein said was the most 
basic in life. Is the universe friendly? We can answer affirmatively, if we 
sense God’s guiding hand in our life. When we feel connected to the 


higher power inside us, we feel prepared for whatever life has in store 
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for us. We will understand that what different religions teach is true. It 
will no longer matter at what age we will die. 

Many wonderful things will happen. We can give up our agendas 
for changing and controlling people. We will not judge and criticize. 
We will receive, accept, and love people as they are. We ourselves will 
experience God’s love through other people. We will feel life as new 
and fresh and full of miracles every day. We will know that if we need 
something, we have to ask for it. And if we need it, we will be given it. 
We will not be given it if we only want it. 

We will know that we are not what we seem. We will know with 
Eckhart that God is in all things and all places. The one who knows this 
is aware of how near the Kingdom of God is and can say with Jacob, 
God is in this place and I never knew it. 

Carl Jung came to realize this at an early age. Writing in old age, he 
recalled that at the age of fifteen, “No one could rid me of this convic- 
tion that it was enjoined upon me to do what God wanted, not what I 
wanted. That gave me the strength to go my own way. Often I had the 
feeling that in all decisive matters, I was no longer among men but alone 
with God.” 

I believe that Carl Gustav Jung spent his life moving more and more 
into the Kingdom of God. 


*. 
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Part I 


| eee THAT THE TIMES 1n which we are now living are not ordi- 
nary times. There is an amazing amount of evidence, that is mush- 
rooming at a dizzying rate, that we are experiencing an evolutionary 
leap. We are undergoing a paradigm shift. We are moving away from 
our Cartesian Hellenistic paradigm that is dominated by left brain 
thinking which is logical and rational and are moving toward right 
brain knowing that is intuitive, irrational feeling that is wisdom from 
the heart. We’re moving from patriarchy to mutuality. The voiceless 
(gays, people of color, women, the elderly) are having voices. We’re 
moving from Christian triumphalism to respect for all religions. We’re 
moving away from dualistic ways of looking at life, from the splits of 
body/spirit, light/darkness, natural/supernatural to wholistic ways of 
viewing ourselves and reality. 

And most wonderfully and most significantly, we’re seeing what 
John Michell calls this “re-enchantment of our nature.” People from all 
walks of life are experiencing the intense desire to be filled by the Spirit. 
We are being moved to become, in our own right, oracular voices for a 
power greater than ourselves. And we are living at a time when secret 
teachings are at last being made available to the general public. Perhaps 
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today’s shamans and wisdom bearers feel that if they don’t do some- 
thing, we may not long endure. 

And as the teachings and scriptures of the religious traditions have 
become available, we have come to see that within each of these tradi- 
tions, there are typically various exoteric or public versions and an 
inner-circle, esoteric version. Although the exoteric versions may vary 
greatly from one to another, the esoteric traditions are essentially the 
same. These esoteric traditions are what is called the perennial wisdom. 
This wisdom is found in almost every religion and can be owned exclu- 
sively by none. This wisdom includes convictions such as: nature 1s 
directed from within by a higher intelligence or mind; all minds in the 
universe are linked together by participation in one universal mind or 
source; various mental or physical rituals can set the proper conditions 
in motion for the desired to occur; prayers and thought can directly 
heal sick persons through the release of powerful, life-giving energies; 
all individuals have a powerful, if hidden, motivation to discover and 
identify with a Higher Self. 

It is the first of these propositions that I wish to focus on — this 
higher power and intelligence that knows all and is guiding all in a most 
loving way, guiding us (whether we know it or not) toward wholeness 
(which is what salvation is). Albert Einstein said: 


“To know that what is impenetrable to us really exists, mani- 
festing itself as the highest wisdom and most radiant beauty ... 
this knowledge, this feeling is at the center of true religiousness.” 


The true religiousness that Einstein talks about has nothing to do 
with churches and synagogues. It has to do with a point of view that 
accepts something greater than ourselves at work in the universe and 
in our own lives. This power is completely loving, accepting, expan- 
sive and inclusive. It manifests itself in everything good. It just keeps 
endlessly building, creating, healing and renewing. Our Higher Power 
is our source of spiritual energy, offering an infinite supply of every- 
thing we need for our well-being. To receive this energy and express it, 
we don’t have to believe any dogma or doctrine. All we have to do is 
open our minds just a little to the possibility of a Higher Power capa- 
ble and willing to help us in every way. 
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Many of us know this “acting as if a Higher Power exists” as a cru- 
cial part of the 12 step programs. The Trappist monk, Thomas Merton, 
spoke a great deal about how God’s will is interiorly and exteriorly 
given. He said there is a reason for everything that happens to us. The 


great writer on western mysticism, Evelyn Underhill, writes about this 
unseen hand in this way: 


“Any mature person looking back on his or her own life, will be 
forced to recognize factors in that life which cannot be attrib- 
uted to heredity, environment, personal initiative or mere 
chance. The contact which proved decisive, the path unexpect- 
edly open, the other path closed, the thing we felt compelled to 
say. It is as if a hidden, directive power was working through cir- 
cumstance and often against our intention and desire, pressing to 
a certain design. All this is quite inexplicable from the material- 
ist point of view. If it is true, it implies that beneath the surface 
of life, ... there are great spiritual forces which condition and 
control our lives.” 


In fact any extended reading in any of the world’s great religions 
confirms this primordial tradition of an unseen hand guiding our lives. 
The Sufis believed that God is acting in all things. The Celts made no 
distinction between the secular and the sacred. They were unable to 
discern the boundaries of where religion began and ended, and thus 
found it natural to assume that God was lovingly concentrated in 
everything they did. 

It seems almost every poem in the Tao te Ching is about this Higher 


Power: 


For instance: 
“The one who is centered in the Tao can go where she wishes 
without danger. She perceives the universal harmony even 


amid great pain.” 


And: 
“The Tao never does anything yet through it all things are 


done.” 
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And: 
“When the Ancient Masters said, If you want to be given every- 
thing, give everything up, they weren’t using empty phrases. 
Only by being lived by the Tao, can you truly be yourself.” 


And: 
“The Master never reaches for the great 
Thus he achieves greatness 
When he runs into a difficulty 
he stops and gives himself to it 
For the one following the Tao, a difficulty you meet is like a 
letter with your address on it.” 


And from that most wonderful spiritual classic, The Tao of Pooh: 
“To know the Way 
We go the Way 
We do the Way 
The way we do 
The things we do 
It’s all there in front of you 
But if you try too hard to see it 
You'll only become confused 


Iam me 

and you are you 

As you can see 

But when you do 

The things that you can do 
You will find the Way 

And the way will follow you” 


In the Judeo-Christian religion, the transcendence of God has been 
emphasized. The word transcendence comes from the Latin and liter- 
ally means to surpass, to go beyond. So theologians have stressed that 
God is beyond and is Other, which makes God’s existence discontin- 
uous with our own, setting it ina different ordér. God is the Mysteriunm 
Tremendum, the Creator of the Universe. The infinite, qualitative dif- 
ference between God and humanity has meant that God lies beyond 
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human cognition, beyond human perception. God is unnameable, 
unknowable, ineffable. 

Although transcendent God has been grist for the mills of theolog- 
ical scholars, I don’t believe this unknowable God has provided ade- 
quate nourishment for the souls of women and men. Yet when we read 
verses like these, what do we think? 


Lean not unto thine own understanding. In all thy ways 
acknowledge God and God shall direct thy paths... The one that 
dwells in the secret place of the Most High shall abide under the 
Shadow of the Almighty. 


It seems that in our time masses of people are coming to experience 
what Frederick Schleiermacher, the Father of modern liberal theology, 
wrote: 


“God is the divine determination of all things. In all that hap- 
pens, God 1s active and working in an ongoing way to bring 
about wholeness. Life does not just happen, but in all happen- 
ings, God is trying to tell us something of unspeakable impor- 
tance; God is omnipresent — always present in our lives.” 


As is written in ISAIAH 49:45: 


Can a woman forget her baby at the breast, feel no pity for the 
child she has borne? I shall not forget you. Look, I have engraved 
you on the palm of my hands. 


So let’s agree with the mystics that the Spirit of God is everywhere. 
But even if this is true in an absolute spiritual sense, it is only effective 
in our own experience to the extent to which it is realized by us. Can 
we really train ourselves to behold the presence and activity of God in 
everything around us? 

The first step in discerning God in our every day lives is to believe 
that God is in fact in all the events of our lives — that, as M. Scott Peck 
says, everything that happens to us in life does so to make us holy. We 
are now saying that God is not a being but rather goodness coming at 
us. Perhaps the most difficult thing to do in life is to accept its unremit- 
ting graciousness. When we do, we find that spirit cradles us. When we 
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trust that we are in the right places all the time, then the experience we 
need will come to us. We will read a book we’re supposed to, meet a 
person we’re supposed to, overhear a remark that gives us the answer 
we’ve been looking for. 

God is present to each one of us in a unique way. God’s self-com- 
munication may come through creation, through Jesus or directly 
within the soul. Scripture can become a living word for us when we 
spend time with it. 

But what’s true for all of us, I believe, is that God speaks to us in the 
concrete circumstances of our lives. Carl Jung named this process syn- 
chronicity — when an outer event coincides meaningfully with an inner 
process. You think of a person and she’s on the phone asking for you. 
We may call this serendipity. Jung said there are no coincidences, noth- 
ing is accidental. 

When you make this breakthrough, when you actually realize that 
God is actually doing things to you in your life, the effect is electrify- 
ing. And the process is that you come to realize this is true in greater 
and greater detail in your life. All that happens to us, the people we 
happen to run into, the sign on a truck we see that reminds us of some- 
thing we have to do, these are divine messages. This does not mean that 
everything that happens is right or good or easy. But everything is a 
means of grace. 

This experience of the unseen hand doesn’t happen overnight. In 
fact it happens very gradually — as our experiences and insights build 
upon each other. Our Higher Power does not rouse us with a sudden, 
shocking alarm. It whispers to us softly and leads us gently and slowly 
to spiritual consciousness. All we have to do is allow it to happen. 

So how do we allow it to happen? Living in the present moment is 
really crucial. We must focus our attention on the moment and accept 
whatever feelings each experience elicits in us. We know that each day 
brings unexpected sadness and unexpected laughter. What we need to 
do is to accept our feelings and let them go. As the old Chinese proverb 
says: “ You cannot prevent the birds of sadness from passing over your 
head but you can prevent their making nests im-your hair.” 

We need to slow down. We need to act “as if” — as if there’s divine 


order in the universe, as if someone is watching over you, as if your 
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smile will be returned. It’s also very important that we acknowledge 
when we feel synchronicity happen to us — that we bless it. The more 
we do this, the more it will happen to us. 

One of the main obstacles to this spiritual discernment is our self- 
reliant attitude, which has been so ingrained in us by our culture of 
individualism. We have to unlearn the human concept of being on our 
own. So we have to actively cultivate a disposition of obedience. ’m 
sure this word arouses in many of us a negative reaction as we are 
reminded of people — parents, brothers, spouses, who have ordered us 
around without kindness. But actually the word obedience comes from 
the Latin obaudire which means to listen attentively. True obedience 
implies a relaxed, appreciative heeding of all the happenings in our life 
as communications of God. So obedience does not mean searching for 
amazing accomplishments, stunning feats or impressive renunciations. 
It’s not a commitment to accomplish as much as possible under adverse 
conditions. It isa commitment to listen to the mystery speaking in the 
simple events of everyday life. This is not so easy. Listening is hard. 
What if we are invited to give up a grudge we have nursed for a life- 
time? Obedience may challenge us to accept a responsibility we have 
ignored — like speaking out against a racist remark, an anti-Semitic joke, 
not letting our children see violent movies, use vulgar language or not 
even saying “Oh God” ourselves. 

Obedience also happens in community. We realize that the divine 
mystery speaks not only to us personally but also to our companions 
on the journey. We listen respectfully to one another in the hope that 
the mystery may manifest itself to us through one another. 

And of course we also pray. We pray that we may align ourselves 
with this greater order which runs the universe, that we may be awak- 
ened to a more conscious linking to something that is greater. 

So our job is to keep asking for truth and to be willing to hear the 
answer. Problems that come into our lives are door-knockers at the gate 
of heaven. But the good news is, we don’t have to figure it all out. We 
just bless whatever is happening and ask to discern its gift. 

The path of spiritual awakening is like a divine scavenger hunt, 
every question or problem we come upon contains the answer in 
hidden form, as well as directions to the next clue. Seen in this way, life 
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is not a problem to be solved but a game to be played. God wouldn’t 
give youa problem unless God also had an answer in store—it’s a pack- 
age deal. 

If you read The Tao of Pooh, you will read about the uncarved 
block. What Pooh says is: 


“When you discard arrogance, complexity and a few other 
things that get in the way, sooner or later you will discover that 
simple childlike and mysterious secret known to those of the 
uncarved block — Life is fun! 

From the state of the uncarved block, comes the ability to 
enjoy the simple and the quiet, the natural and the plain. Along 
with that comes the ability to do things spontaneously and have 
them work, odd as that may appear to others at times.” 


What are the effects of affirming synchronicity? 

One of the effects that happens when we affirm the principle of syn- 
chronicity in our lives — (that everything that happens to us in our life 
is for our healing) — is that our attitude toward the lessons life has 
offered us makes all the difference in the world in how we feel and how 
we live. We discover that we don’t have to have all the answers. We 
aren’t afraid when we feel fear or disease; Fear is Spirit calling. There’s 
a great deal of peace just in knowing that. We become teachable. We 
become more willing to be unknowing, to be surprised. We become a 
little more willing to let things be what they are. 

A sense of gentle love begins to pervade our life as people begin to 
light up as symbols of divine presence. Their veiled radiance illumines 
our world. We can give ourselves over to the calming climate of this 
gentleness. Our life style changes. We lose the anxious urge to do more 
and more things in less and less time. The spirit of gentleness begins to 
modulate our pace of achievement and production. Gentleness allows 
time to play its role. There are times we must make daring decisions 
and take strong stands, but these must be accompanied by our dispo- 
sition to listen gently to the “beyond” in daily life. 

Gentleness should precede effectiveness. It enables us to appraise 
dispassionately the nuances which are constantly emerging. Effective- 
ness should be the flexible servant of the spirit. 
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In closing, I must sound a warning note. In all our straining to hear 
the lessons God has planted in our traumas and tribulations, we know 
that ultimately this is a process of mystery. As Evelyn Underhill says: 


“It is not meant that the opening up of the universe, the vivid 
consciousness of a Living reality and your relation with it, will 
necessarily be a constant or a governable feature of your experi- 
ence. The experience of synchroncity will cease for a time. Often 
your most diligent effort to recapture synchroncity will fail and, 
only its fragrance will remain. The more intense your feeling of 
God’s presence has been the more terrible will be your hunger 
and sense of desolation when it leaves you. In the end, God is 
indeed transcendent, indeed other — beyond time and certainly 
beyond our control. So our spiritual journey is an exodus, a con- 
stant going out, calling God, knowing that much of the time it 
will seem that God is not answering.” 


John of the Cross wrote: 


“Where have you hidden 
Beloved and left me mooning? 
You fled like a stag 

After wounding me 

I went out calling and 

you were gone” 


Nevertheless, you will find that even in those inevitable times of 
darkness, when the doors of true perception seem to close and the cruel 
tangles of the world are all that you can discern — you will come to pos- 
sess an inward sense of security which will never cease. You will know 
in the words of Underhill that “all the waves that buffet you about, 
shaking sometimes the strongest faith and hope, are yet parts and 
aspects of one Ocean. You will know that you are indeed engraved 


upon the palms of God.” 


Part II 


Last week we talked about God the Transcendent, the God that sur- 


passes, that is beyond human experience, human perception and yet 
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that somehow mysteriously guides all that happens, the unseen hand. 
When we begin to focus on developing a living relationship to God, we 
begin to experience a sense of opening to the transcendent, to a sense 
that every day happenings have dimensions of the ultimate — the fatigue 
we feel may be here to teach us a lesson about slowing down, about rest 
and nurture for our physical body; the thief who breaks into our house 
may hold a lesson for us about our attachment to our material goods. 

At the same time that we experience a sense of the transcendent, we 
also experience a concentration of our own being. In other words, in 
striving to know God, we come to know ourselves. How can this be? 
What we'll be talking about tonight is this very phenomenon which is 
called the immanence of God. Immanence is the technical term used to 
denote the presence or indwelling of God in creation. A metaphor to 
illustrate this concept is that of a light bulb. Let’s say we are light bulbs 
waiting and hoping to be turned on by the current of God. What hap- 
pens when we discover that we are also the current, not just the light 
bulb? Or if we are lowering buckets down deep wells hoping to get 
water from the underground water table, we discover that we are actu- 
ally part of that underground water table, underlying all the wells, the 
river that is God. 

This belief is another one of those primordial beliefs which belong 
to the primordial traditions of the world’s religions — that we all con- 
tain a spark of God within us. This belief is part of Sufism, Hassidic 
Judaism and in the Judeo-Christian religion as well, which tell us that 
all creatures have a spark in them planted by God. These divine sparks 
are waiting to be ignited. 

We are not talking about deism or pantheism — that we are the same 
or equal as God — but rather that God, which is always greater than I, 
is always flowing through me. 

The doctrine of God’s indwelling in humans can be found in many 
places in the Bible. In Hinduism, for instance, there is one reality which 
is God’s presence within us. The whole point of our life is to become 
aware of this. In the Bible we read God is not far from anyone of us, for 
in God we live and move and have our being. This is the pure doctrine 


of Immanence. Here are a few of the many verses in the Bible that talk 
about this: 
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Anyone who loves me will be true to my word and my Father will 
love [her]; we will come to [her] and make our home within 
[her]. JOHN 14:23 


Therefore, my beloved ... work out your own salvation with fear 
and trembling, for God is at work in you, both to will and to 
work for God’s good pleasure. PHILIPPIANS 2:12 


Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s spirit 
dwells in you? I CORINTHIANS 3:16 


Now to Him the one who by the power at work within us is able 
to do far more abundantly than all we think to ask — to that one 
be glory. EPHESIANS 3:20 


And we all, with unveiled faces beholding the glory of the Lord, 
are being changed into God’s likeness, from one degree to 
another. 11 CORINTHIANS 3:18 


From the Older Testament: 


My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest. 
EXODUS 33:14 


But tt ts the spirit in a person, the breath of the Almighty that 
makes him understand. Jos 32:8 


Often, the institutional church and its officials, have not focused on 
these many mystical verses in the Bible. Often they have wanted us to 
focus on Jesus being special and unique, the divine intermediary 
between us and God. Orthodoxy — right belief — has told us that 
authority resides in apostolic succession. Starting with the disciples 
who knew Jesus, moving through the descendants of Peter, down to 
the present day Pope and clergy, the masses of believers have needed to 
depend upon a hierarchy of clerics to perform the Eucharist, read the 
scripture, interpret God’s holy word. 

People like the Gnostics were branded as heretics, anathema to the 
church. The Gnostics placed an emphasis on personal revelation, God 
revealing God’s self to us directly, without any intermediaries. Jesus 
himself told us to believe in the power within us. The Kingdom of God, 
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not being a place but being an inner reality, was at the heart of Jesus’ 
teaching. 

A major obstacle in trying to describe God as immanent is that this 
experience belies description. As Augustine wrote, “Before experienc- 
ing God you thought you could talk about God. When you begin to 
experience God, you realize that what you are experiencing, you 
cannot put into words.” Augustine describes the phenomenon of the 
discovery of God at the center of the human personality as the return 
to the heart. By such a return to the heart, the center of the person, the 
quest for God begins. Augustine writes to God, “I was outside, you 
were within.” 

For Meister Eckhart as well, the essential inwardness of God is cen- 
tral. He writes about there being something within the human person 
that is so akin to God that there is already a unity. What is important, 
therefore, is not to create unity but rather to awaken the consciousness 
of that which already is. By awakening to the realization of that which 
cannot be known by the intellect, we come to live out of the unknow- 
able divine ground. 

William James wrote that the quest of the Absolute is a realization 
of something that is implicit in the soul. The Absolute whom all seek 
does not stand aloof from an imperfect material universe but stands as 
it were, at the very threshold of consciousness and knocks, awaiting 
the soul’s slow discovery of her treasure. 

Again from Eckhart: 


“In the book of Hidden Things it is written; I stand at the door 
and knock and wait ... thou needst not seek God here or there: 
God is no farther off than the door of the heart. There God 
stands and waits and waits until God finds thee ready to let God 
in.” Eckhart then goes on to say, “God needs thee a thousand 


times more than thou canst need God. Thy opening and God’s 
entering are but one movement.” 


Eckhart deeply believed that God can do as little without us as we 
without God. This desire by God for us is a motif running throughout 
mystical thought. Julian of Norwich considered that our attainment of 
the absolute was not a one-sided ambition but the fulfillment of a 
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mutual desire. She writes, “Our natural will is to have God and the 
Good Will of God is to hear us.” Rumi, Sufi mystic, wrote about the 
mutual quest of the Soul and the absolute in these lines of poetry: 


“No lover ever seeks union with his beloved 

But his beloved is also seeking union with him. 
When in this heart the lightning spark of love arises 
Be sure this love is reciprocated in that heart 

When the love of God arises in thy heart 

Without doubt God also feels love for thee.” 


In Francis Thompson’s poem, The Hound of Heaven, we hear 
described not the self’s quest of the adored Reality but rather that Real- 
ity’s quest of the unwilling self. Thompson shows to us the untiring, 
almost remorseless seeking of the soul by the Divine Life. 

Now let us turn to an important, if not the most important aspect 
of this topic of the immanent God, which is, how does an individual 
come to know, to experience this indwelling God? Indeed, there are a 
great many paths available for seeking to come to know the inner Pres- 
ence at the core of our being. To start with, you first have to believe. 
The one who believes receives. You have to recognize that there is 
something within, to be found. This can be a challenge, given our cul- 
ture’s pressure to keep us externally oriented, looking for happiness by 
being consumers of external goods. After all, people who go within are 
dangerous and unpredictable. So society distrusts, discourages and 
often punishes them. Yet once you have found the courage to get off the 
merry-go-round of consumerism and numbing over-activity, you 
begin to know, not just believe, that actually God is more with us, more 
intimate, more steady than anything else in life. 

All genuine paths on the journey from the head to the heart require 
courage, because the path of spiritual awakening is characterized by 
pain and anguish. It is self-delusion to think that this road can be gentle 
and pleasant throughout. Quite the opposite, it will involve a fierce 
battle with the hidden and terrifying regions within oneself. Purgation 
is the name given to this part of the journey, and it will occur over and 


over again. 
To arrive at one’s truest self where God dwells, I have to encounter 
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aspects of myself which have been hidden from me. The discovery of 
one’s truest self will likely be mixed up with pain and discomfort along 
the way. If we are able to trust the discomfort of the darkness we shall 
find not only that we will come to know our own darkness along with 
our light, but that in the midst of darkness, we grope towards the real- 
ity of God. For God reveals God’s self in the midst of darkness. 

Carl Jung called this intentional journey, to find one’s truest self, 
individuation; he spent much of his research and his life investigating 
and exploring this process. Jung believed the process of individuation 
was as much spiritual as it was psychological. I believe he would have 
agreed wholeheartedly with Simon Tugwell’s description of this 


process: 


“The inward working of the Holy Spirit is a subtle, continuous 
pressure within us to know ourselves with deeper honesty and 
integrity. Only as we become conscious of our false images do 
we allow our deepest identity as the image of God to be revealed, 
in and through us. That image is not something we can possess 
and control and take advantage of. It is not our business in one 
way and yet in another way, it is our only business; the one thing 
necessary. We had thought of God as the dispenser of all good 
things we would possibly desire. But in a real sense God has 
nothing to give at all except God’s self. So what individuation is 
about is what all religions are about — the seeking of wholeness. 
This is what salvation is — not heaven after we die, but whole- 
ness and peace right now. The Kingdom of God is a treasure that 
we seek and that is seeking us. Jung, whom I consider to be the 
prophet of a new eon, talked about the inborn need of human 
beings to bring into light and consciousness those aspects of our 
psyches that were dark and unknown to us. This is how we 
become whole and how we achieve serenity.” 


The process of individuation, by which we become whole, takes 
place through reconciliations of opposites. Our psyche is organized 
into polar opposites: the ego (or consciousness) and unconscious, per- 
sona and shadow, anima and animus, introversion and extroversion, 
etc. Our task is to form a creative partnership between the ego and the 
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unconscious so that the material from our unconscious helps us com- 
pensate for what we lack in our conscious. 

Jung perceived that from our infancy onwards, we are subjected to 
strong pressures from society (our parents, teachers, other important 
people in our lives) to conform to what people expect of us, what they 
need from us. The attitudes and habits which we form in our efforts to 
adapt to society cause us to repress much of the instinctive ways and 
impulses of our true nature. These inner energies which lie repressed in 
our unconscious seem to us dangerous and even evil. Our Shadow 
allows us to put outside ourselves those parts of us we possess but do 
not own; thus we attribute to others qualities we have but are uncon- 
scious of, both positive and negative qualities. We must find the 
courage to risk confronting our shadow, for it is the way to find our 
true individuality, our wholeness, to be the person we were divinely 
created to be. 

In the first half of our life, we focus our energies toward achieve- 
ment, finding a spouse, a career; this is developing our persona. Then 
as we go through mid-life, we are called to reflect on what the mean- 
ing of our various activities and achievements are. In the process of 
individuation, the psyche moves to recall and to integrate these aspects 
of the self that at an earlier time were devalued or have perished from 
conscious life. Attitudes toward life that we regarded as established are 
subtly called into question. We begin to move toward discerning what 
is contained in our shadow — which includes our inferior types and our 
contrasexual anima and animus. 

We begin to listen to and learn from the voices of our shadow which 
whisper painful truths. Dreams and fantasy images help us receive mes- 
sages from our unconscious. Another way to get in touch with our 
shadow is to hear feedback from others. What’s most crucial if we want 
to know our shadow is to examine our projections. Projection happens 
when there is an involuntary transference of something unconscious 
that belongs to us onto an outer object. For instance, if your spouse 
exhibits a bad temper, and you can’t stand it, this is likely your projec- 
tion. Projection is occurring when we have an extreme reaction. Any- 
time our response to another involves excessive emotion or 
over-reaction, we can be sure something unconscious in us has been 
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activated. This can be positive or negative. So if we fall in love or have 
a crush on someone, we know our contrasexual self is asking to be 
developed. 

Paying attention to our feelings is the crucial piece in all of this. 
Feelings are our natural, built-in alarm systems. Feelings that one does 
not allow oneself to feel may be repressed from consciousness, but they 
do not remain inert. They grow like mushrooms in murky caves. 
Somehow they will manifest their hidden presence. But because one 
bans them from the light of focal awareness, their indirect expression 
will be twisted and distorted. Indeed it may be difficult to recognize 
them as manifestation of real feelings. They may be translated into 
physical ailments like muscle spasms, headaches, digestive troubles, 
insomnia, anxiety attacks or phobias. 

The sine qua non for individuation, for developing our spirituality, 
is to feel our feelings and to inhabit our bodies. Our suffering is our 
own imbalance — always. Any one who tries to take us out of our suf- 
fering is taking away from us what is most valuable — the place where 
the process of individuation takes place. When we are open to individ- 
uation, we are forging an ego that does not break down when incom- 
prehensible things happen, an ego that endures the truth and that is 
capable of coping with the world and with fate. As Camus wrote so 
exquisitely, “In the midst of winter —I discovered that within me is an 
invincible summer.” 

Of course there are many obstacles to our finding the courage, 
(courage means living from our heart center) to open up to and 
embrace the process of individuation. We’ve touched on some factors 
before — such as the pace of our lives, the lack of rewards — in fact the 
disincentives we are given by our culture that mitigate against slowing 
down, spending time alone, spending time that does not result in an 
actual output or product. The opposite of spiritual awakening is spir- 
itual deadness. We are spiritually dead when our lives are filled with 
those things which numb us to our feelings, all the many things our 
culture sells to us to numb our pain — things such as violence, pornog- 
raphy in film and T.V., alcohol, drugs, overwork, materialism, con- 
sumerism, money. 


Another obstacle, somewhat more subtle, is our tendency toward 
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rationalization — our need to justify our actions, our lives. We may find 
ourselves going through a whole argument to someone else or maybe 
just to ourselves to prove we’re right. The more we develop spiritually, 
the less need we have to prove we’re right. 

So what are the rewards attached to this difficult and painful path 
of the awakening of the heart? Why would anyone want to embark on 
it? The basic effect of an awakened spirituality is that we discover or 
uncover or recover in ourselves a sense of being deeply centered. 
What’s amazing is that this center seems to grow by itself. There’s really 
no way of talking about it — it’s too real, it’s too simple. What occurs is 
a deep sense of being rooted in God in a way that can’t be explained. 
We open to a deep sense of God. But this is not a sense of God as an 
object. Itis somehow subjective. While God is totally other, God is also 
the root of us. Itis as if God is living through us — using our words, our 
hands for God’s redeeming, creating work. We say things that are ter- 
ribly meaningful to someone else and we had no idea, no intention of 
that particular effect. We do our best — but God puts the virtue in our 
acts. And when we start to get attuned to this, we’re on the right track 
and we know it. So we stop searching the world over for happiness. We 
know we carry it within. The Garden of Eden, the Kingdom of God is 
not a place but rather it is a consciousness. 

John Donne wrote “I ama little world made cunningly of elements 
and angelic spirits.” The fact is, spirituality is a part of us whether we 
know it or not. If we do know it and allow ourselves to experience our 
spirituality more fully, it enhances every area of our lives. It helps us 
pull together our physical, emotional and intellectual faculties and use 
them harmoniously for our highest well-being. 

The result of this harmony is serenity. We waken the angelic spirit 
sleeping within us and let it guide our thoughts, feelings and behavior. 
It fills us with deep acceptance and understanding. It frees us from our 
fears, doubts and worries. It shows us the love, peace and joy that were 
there all along, deep inside us. Feeling this peace as the essence of my 
being, I remove any idea of my having to make things happen. 

Another interesting result of the awakened heart is that one 
becomes an active and impassioned servant of the Eternal Wisdom. 


One works for mercy, order, beauty and significance to bring “eternity 
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into time,” to bring the invisible into concrete expressions. One goes 
up into the mountain and comes back as ambassador to the world. The 
records of mysticism in the West are also the records of supreme human 
activity. Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross were not only great 
wrestlers of the spirit. They were great social organizers as well. They 
reformed monastic life in Spain. Catherine of Sienna had a great public 
ministry which ranged from tending the plague-stricken to reforming 
the Papacy. 

What else happens with developed spirituality ? We manifest some- 
thing of the bohemian and also of the disciplinarian. This combination 
keeps us young in spirit, unpredictable and surprising. We find a greater 
capacity to live in the present with less concern about the future. We 
have less fear of failure, more modest expectations of our work. We 
have more willingness to take responsibility for ourselves; we relate 
more genuinely to other persons. We are more ready to know ourselves 
without illusion. We are more ready to take greater risks in life. We have 
greater determination to move from self-absorption toward greater 
investment of ourselves in other people and worthwhile projects. 

We have humility. Teresa of Avila defines humility as walking in the 
truth of who we are. Humility is a necessary condition for spiritual 
awakening. Humility comes from the Latin word humus, meaning 
ground or earth. This word indicates we should be open to our earth- 
iness, to our concrete fallible reality. Humor is crucial. Laughter 
reminds us of the amusing precariousness of all things. 

In conclusion, let me say that our real job as Christians is not to 
convert others but to transform ourselves. As each of us finds peace in 
our heart (and we must be actively involved in this, as healing cannot 
be accomplished without our participation), we begin to radiate a light 
that warms and heals everyone we contact. We transform the world by 
being. We don’t have to do something. Finding one’s true self changes 
the world. In fact, wanting to reform the world without discovering 
one’s true self is like trying to cover the world with leather to avoid the 
pain of walking on stones and thorns. It is much simpler to wear shoes. 

If we do not know who we are, we cannot be present to others. We 
might say the right words, but our listeners will know that we are not 
truly there. They sense a void where our souls should be. The process 
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of self-discovery helps us stay centered in our power and yet accept 
our humanness. It lets us be open to the lessons the Universe places in 
our lap every day. We are like actors who love our role and know that 
the Tao is writing the script. We begin to live a life of gratitude — for our 
life as it is, not as we would like it to be. We begin to see that our lives 
have a richness that we did not suspect. 

So it is up to us. The time is always favorable. It is never too early 
or too late to begin. Power is here. Wholeness is here. As you progress, 
you will begin to feel empowered. You become your own shaman, 
your own means of external and internal transformation. Then you will 
begin to experience spiritual healing every day of your life. Here’s what 
we need to know: 

1. Know there is always more to know. 

2. Be teachable and patient. When we let go of the old and set the 
new in motion, we can feel very confused and our world can 
seem crazy. 

3. What we know, we do. Everything else is just theory. 


As Joel Goldsmith has written, “The Infinite operates through us 
whether we know it or not.” God is working out God’s life as our life. 
God is working out God’s love in and through us. In this knowledge, 
we can relax and become beholders. It is no longer our life. It is God’s 
life unfolding individually. God appears on earth as individual you and 
me, and as we step aside we begin to see God shining there. The har- 
monies that we experience are in the degree of knowing that this 1s 
God?’s life. It is only your life or my life when we take hold of it and try 
to manipulate it or try to make something of it. Rather should we 
become beholders of God, fulfilling God’s self on earth. God is actu- 
ally living on this earth as you and me. 

In the words of Patrick Sun: “The presence of God resonates within 


you and radiates from you as you.” 


“Come now and now my love 

and leave your dying desert to the rain 
Give up your treasured words 

Those tempting memories of the pain 
Give up the vow you've taken 
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and you will live and you will 

learn to fly 

And you will live my love and 

you will see the stars regain their starless night 
and you will find your sun and 

learn the magic meaning of its light 

All souls will be yours to cherish 

and you will fly.” 


Part II 


Two weeks ago we talked about the Transcendent God, the God that 
goes beyond our human experience. And somehow, paradoxically, this 
God is also intimately involved in our experience. We talked about this 
God, the God that is immanent in all things, last week. My thesis 
throughout these talks is that each of us is capable, in some way, of 
experiencing the Presence of God, as did Jesus, as did Buddha, as have 
mystics and saints of all religions. This is a reality, as described by 
perennial wisdom, which is waiting to be discovered at the highest 
reaches of human consciousness by all people. Primordial Tradition 
tells us to discover and identify with this Higher Power. 

Tonight we will focus on the ways individuals have sought to reach 
this high or deep level of consciousness. Talking about our effort to 
connect with our Higher Power must be done with a great deal of cir- 
cumspection and awe. For any time we experience a spiritual connec- 
tion, whether it’s through an incident of synchronicity or by being 
aware of an intuition from our inner wisdom, we can be sure this was 
nothing we accomplished. We were visited by grace. This moment of 
revelation, of transcendence, of “aha!” is always mysterious; it cannot 
be orchestrated or controlled or initiated by us. The other caveat in the 
discussion of spiritual connecting lies in the fact that the path for each 
of us is unique and involves solitary searching. 

So be forewarned that spiritual growth cannot be programmed, 
packaged or taught. Its essential process is not Gne of education; rather 
it involves individual transformation. It is really an unlearning process. 
Our individual old ways from our individual pasts are cleansed, liber- 
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ated and redeemed. We become freed from our slavery to our condi- 
tioning. So if spiritual growth comes from grace, that is from God’s 
work, and if we cannot cause spiritual growth, what is there to talk 
about? Well, what I believe is true is that there are ways we can predis- 
pose ourselves to receive the grace that comes to us relentlessly, and 
continuously. And conversely, there are ways we can ignore, even 
spurn this grace and go off on our own. That’s why very successful 
people can be slow in coming to understand spiritual awakening. They 
just haven’t needed God in their lives to be successful in the eyes of 
society. Blessed are those who know their need for God, which is why 
pain and crisis can be such pathways to spiritual awakening. 

So often, we have to let go of the things, circumstances and rela- 
tionships we think will make us happy. Only if we let go of our grasp- 
ing, clutching hold on familiar beliefs and expectations, do we make 
room in our life for God. As Mother Teresa says, “even God cannot fill 
what is full.” If our mind is full of the voices of our ego, of our old neg- 
ative tapes, we cannot hear God’s voice speaking to us. 

Our way of hearing God, of relating to God is in need of formation. 
Jesus’ ministry was all about this — enabling individuals to tap the 
resources so they could have nourished spirits which is what makes for 
abundant living. He said in JOHN 10:10, I have come that they may 
have life and have it abundantly. 

Jesus taught that the Kingdom of God is in the midst of us. And the 
overriding spirit of this Kingdom is one of joyful, life-changing aware- 
ness of the real presence of God in our lives. Those who are possessed 
by this joyful, life changing awareness have characteristics such as 
being trusting, friendly, candid, unconscious of rank, receptive to life 
and its wonder, manifesting loving concern through action, and being 
like a little child. Jesus also taught that the Kingdom of God is of such 
supreme value that it is worth the supreme cost to obtain it. I would 
think we would want to use whatever spiritual practices make possible 
our finding the Kingdom of God. 

Yet it’s amazing that so many of us postpone this most important 
part of our Christian development, thinking that at some less busy time 
in our day or in our life, we will begin to focus on our spiritual prac- 
tices. The fact is the development of our inner life is not only possible 
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within a busy schedule but perhaps is the source of power that makes 
our other efforts effective. In fact, often we make our greatest contri- 
butions when our ego takes a rest, and we are not controlling the flow 
but rather spontaneously running with the flow, trusting the flow. 

Well, given the fact that spirituality cannot be taught but, as some- 
one said, like ice cream, it must be experienced first-hand, then what 
can we say about spiritual practices? What are some of the various tools 
we can use to help prepare the ground of our lives for meetings with the 
divine? There are so many things we can do — we can surround our- 
selves with cleanliness, order and beauty. We can unclutter our envi- 
ronment to help unclutter our thoughts. We can turn off the T.V., radio 
or other voices to learn to enjoy our own company or to focus fully 
and quietly on another. We can read books, listen to tapes, listen to the 
sound of a moving brook. We can record our thoughts, feelings and 
prayers in a journal. We can use whatever works for us. The basic tool 
for the awakening of our heart is for us, (insofar as we can), to attend 
to the heart sense within us, staying with it as long as we can, and if we 
find ourselves immediately retreating into our conditioned way of 
thinking, we can try to keep returning to it in whatever ways possible. 

The key to spiritual awakening is to try all the help available to us 
in our spiritual path and then to concentrate on those sources and 
methods that work for us. We need to find and use our own unique way 
to learn and grow spiritually. The only right way is the way that works 
for us. 

Now that I’ve emphasized how unique each of your paths is for 
each and everyone of you unique individuals, I’d like to spend the rest 
of my time briefly describing some basic spiritual practices that mys- 
tics throughout the ages, both from the East and from the West, have 
found helpful for their spiritual awakening. 

Probably the most obvious spiritual discipline known to church- 
goers is that of prayer. As Abraham Heschel, the late great Jewish 
thinker, writer and activist, great friend to Martin Luther King, Jr. 
wrote, “Prayer is our attachment to the utmost. Without God in sight, 
we are like the scattered rungs of a broken laddér. Prayer takes the mind 
out of the narrowness of self-interest and enables us to see the world 
in the mirror of the holy. We do not step out of the world when we 
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pray; we merely see the world in a different setting.” 

Of course, prayer does not mean petitioning God that our wills be 
done. 

The less we pray, the less God makes sense to us. And the less sense 
God makes in our life, the less we turn to God. Prayer need not be done 
in special places, times or ways. We can develop an attitude of prayer 
that never leaves us. We can ask God for guidance every moment of the 
day. This, by the way, is what Moses did. For every single thing, before 
he did it, he would ask God “What should I do?” He was actively rec- 
ognizing the presence of God in every aspect of his life. This leads into 
a second major and challenging and awesome spiritual discipline which 
is called practicing the Presence of God. The way to begin to do this is 
to try to realize as constructively as possible during the day that God 
is with you, and that you are in God’s presence. Despite the demands 
made upon us by the world, we can pause at frequent intervals during 
the day and during the night for the practice of the Presence. This is 
not to interfere with our daily activities nor does it mean that we must 
stop what we are doing. We can be running the lawn mower and keep 
our consciousness open to God. In quiet prayer we can acknowledge 
God’s presence within us. Right where we are, God 1s. We are never 
separated from the wisdom of God. Within us, within the stillness of 
our being, we can find the answers we need and feel the rightness of 
our decisions. Our actions become living prayers themselves when we 
make the effort needed to really listen to others, when we care for living 
things, when we apologize for our error or offer help where it’s needed. 

A basic thrust of spiritual practice is to be able to hear the still small 
voice by which we discern the presence of God in our innermost being. 
The still small voice comes to different individuals in different forms. 
For some it’s a sense of their intuition, an intuitive flash that comes in 
a lightning moment and if you’re not ready to acknowledge it as such, 
you may never even know you had it. For some it’s a click or an “aha;” 
for some it’s a sense of comfort that overwhelms one-despite all pre- 
sent circumstances, one is overcome with a deep sense of well-being — 
that “all will be well, and all will be well, and that all manner of things 
will be well” in the words of Julian of Norwich. For some, it’s a sense 


of the quickening of the heart — our hearts burn within us. 
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What’s true for all of us is that we will not be able to discern this 
sense of awareness if we do not take time to withdraw from our worka- 
day world, to slow down, to quiet down and be alone. 

Solitude is a form of spiritual practice. Solitude is such a blessing. 
Everyone needs time alone. Our solitude is one of the pleasures that 
we can arrange. It is up to us to see that we have opportunities for 
respite and regeneration through our time with ourselves. We have the 
right, and we have the power. If we do not model respect for our own 
need for solitude, our children will never learn that they deserve their 
time alone. 

It’s also true that our carving out solitude for ourselves is never easy. 
Society does not encourage nor reward this. It’s hard for externally 
based sources to see how solitary time is productive. Jessamyn West 
wrote, “It is not easy to be solitary unless you are born ruthless. Every 
solitary repudiates someone.” 

But the fact is, we can always find a few minutes during each day to 
be quietly alone with ourselves. We may be unused to, and perhaps feel 
uncomfortable being alone with ourselves. But this time is crucial 
because it helps us maintain a balance between our inner and outer 
worlds. It gives us a chance to remember our true beliefs and goals. It 
revives and refreshes us for the work we need to do. We can always take 
a few minutes from our schedule to spend time alone with our eyes 
closed, relaxing our bodies and breathing deeply and slowly. 

Spending time in quiet, receptive openness is an essential part of 
most other spiritual practices, such as prayer and meditation. When we 
take time to do this, amazing parts of our lives surface and come into 
our consciousness. Such things as mild addiction and stress and a rapid 
pace of living become rapidly and painfully evident. For many modern 
spiritual pilgrims, the simple matter of taking time for daily prayers can 
become a battle of will excruciatingly reminiscent of that encountered 
in chemical addiction. The mind can generate wondrous excuses to do 
something instead of just being open and present. As Gerald May, the 
psychologist of spiritual direction has written, the struggles that go on 
between being and doing can be awesome. Issues of control and will 


power, surrender and defeat rage with all the drama of true spiritual 
warfare. 
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Silence is a crucial ingredient that must not be minimized. Silence is 
a practice that is consistent throughout all contemplative disciplines, 
both Eastern as well as Western. It is the fundamental activity that we 
can perform in and of ourselves in the service of our own spiritual 
awakening. Be aware that most often it is not in the silence that the 
revealing moments come. But taking time to be silent every day is what 
ensures that the revealing moments will come later in the everyday 
“stuff” of your lives, and that you’ll be open to noting and blessing 
them. We cannot expect to grow in spiritual awareness without some 
intentional practice of silence. 

Going on retreats is an ideal way to find these elements of solitude 
and silence. You know that Jesus was always withdrawing from 
crowds. When we go on a retreat, we become physically rested with- 
out the need to answer the unreal demands of family, work and the tele- 
phone, the mail and the newspaper. It’s difficult to hear God when 
we re overtired, Nourishing the body with rest is a way of nourishing 
the soul. When you take the time to go on a retreat to be alone with 
God, you will find when you get back to your everyday routine, a new 
force pushes you more and more toward the encountering God. 

Another very concrete benefit of going on a retreat is we become 
acclimated to a slower pace. This allows us to taste how delicious food 
is, feel how delicious the warm water in our shower is, feel how sensual 
the breeze on our face feels on our walk. So we return to our everyday 
lives desirous of slowing our regular pace. This is so important in 
modern life in the United States. We really need to slow our pace. Our 
Higher Power wants us to live at a pace that is not fast and hard so we 
can always know how we are loved. Thomas Merton places strong 
emphasis on haste and rush as obstacles to the awakening of the heart. 
The one who is in a hurry delays the things of God. We really should- 
n’t rush in anything we do. Yet people try to get us into a rapid pace at 
all costs. Merton speaks of rush and haste as a form of violence. They 
create disturbance, and disturbance blinds spiritual perception. So we 
need to do things quietly, without rush. 

When you wash the dishes, be aware of washing the dishes, as 
opposed to rushing through the dishes to get to the movie or the meet- 


ing. 
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There are other disciplines that are common to the spiritual prac- 
tices of mystics. Simplicity is one which means that when you wash the 
dishes, just wash the dishes. Let everything simply be. In the practice 
of simplicity, time is experienced moment by moment as the treasure 
it is. Simplicity helps us to fulfill our daily tasks wholeheartedly. We 
are serenely committed to whatever engages us. When we are simply 
with the things at hand, we are wholly there. We become attentive to 
the shape of a face, the shining of someone’s eyes, the fragrance of a lilac 
bush, the form of a tree, the quaintness of a building. In short, we live 
fully where we are and do not have to rush ahead to the next thing to 
be done. Our life becomes more, much much more than our Daily 
Planner, our list of things to do. 

Another way of naming this practice of simplicity is from Zen Bud- 
dhism which calls this Beginners’ Mind or know-nothing mind. 
Despite its name, this attitude does not denote ignorance, rather it is a 
sophisticated ability to see without assumptions, to look freshly at the 
world and ourselves within it. Curiosity is a state of heightened aware- 
ness. Culturally this has been considered a child’s activity. By the time 
we re grown, we re supposed to know enough not to get bogged down 
in life’s detail. But actually, life’s detail is miraculous. And our spiritual 
awakening reactivates our sense of miracle and invites us to pause, 
squatting over the sidewalk cracks to ponder the lives of ants, to see the 
stars in the nighttime sky. 

We need to assume the attitude of Beginners’ Mind in regard to our 
own behavior. Instead of defending our every action or conversely con- 
demning ourselves too readily, we need to stand as observers, just 
noticing our actions, words and thoughts. To be a contemplative 
person is simply to face life in a truly non-defensive and open-eyed 
way. We live in process — being open to insight from others, to encoun- 
ters. We must be willing to participate fully in the events that have 
requested our attendance. Only by being present to and open to what’s 
happening to us in both the outer and inner spheres, can we discern the 
longed-for clarity about life and our role in it. Immersion in the 
moment, followed by reflective quiet time, promises a perspective that 
offers us wisdom. This means we are not attached to our own agenda. 
When we’re not in charge, when we’re not steering everything, then 
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we can receive the wisdom and the graciousness of what’s contained in 
every moment. 

A big piece of this approach involves letting the judge in us sit 
down. Labeling every action, event, choice or personas right or wrong, 
good or bad can be an automatic process. When someone tells us of a 
decision they’ve made, we must instantly tell them whether we think 
they are right or wrong. We actually don’t have to judge everything 
that comes into our awareness. When we let go of these constant judg- 
ments, we begin to see things differently. We stop wasting our time and 
energy trying to decide how the whole world should be. We begin 
learning to accept the things we can’t control. And we begin to find the 
peacefulness, joy and contentment of true acceptance. What this really 
is is transformation —a shift from ego to the deep Presence within us as 
the guiding force in our lives. 

There are other spiritual practices: 

Frugality: We abstain from using money or goods at our disposal in 
ways that merely gratify our desires or our hunger for status or luxury. 

Charity: We clean our closets and give away things we don’t need. 
We donate some of our time and money to a worthy cause. 

Gratitude: Thankfulness is one of the most powerful ways we can 
communicate with God. Everywhere we look, all day long, there are 
things to be grateful for. Gratitude is really a decision we make to see 
everything in a new way, even things that seem more like burdens than 
blessings. 

Kindness: This is a very important spiritual practice. Performing 
acts of kindness in our daily lives does not require money, power or 
even special skills. It only requires empathy and the desire to make 
things a little easier for someone else. When we see others as our equals 
and wish them well, it’s easy to be kind. Quoting from Jesus, our stan- 


dard bearer in JOHN 4:12: 


No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in 


us and Goa’s love is perfected. 


Empathy is also a way of being kind. Here’s Carl Rogers’ definition 
of empathy: 
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“The way of being with another person which is termed empa- 
thy ... means temporarily living in their life, moving about in it 
delicately, without making judgments ... to be with another in 
this way means that for the time being you lay aside the views 
and values you hold for yourself in order to enter the other’s 
world without prejudice ... a complex, demanding, strong yet 
subtle and gentle way of being.” 


Meditation: The spiritual practice that I have saved for last is the one 
that has meant the most in my life — that is, meditation. If we define 
prayer as talking to God, then when we want God to talk back to us, 
when we want to listen to God, we need to meditate. Prayer is experi- 
enced in a wakeful state as an outgoing of thoughts and energy. By con- 
trast, meditation is an ingathering of energy and awareness. Although 
they are both ways of relating oneself to God, they are on different 
levels of consciousness. This is in no way labeling prayer as secondary. 
Prayer is a primary experience in spiritual growth which meditation 
only enhances. As meditation is practiced, prayer is changed. It is ele- 
vated to that which comes from God; it becomes prayer Thy will be 
done. It is an outpouring of our deepest self to that which is holiest. 

As Joel Goldsmith says, meditation means a letting go of personal 
selfhood with its egotistical claim to possessing a wisdom of its own in 
order that the Higher Power can take over. This Power is within us, 
within our consciousness. Through meditation we permit it to escape 
from within that it may act on the without and become the savior to 
our experience. 

Meditation is a practice that enables us to achieve definite, rapid, 
sometimes electrifying progress in our inner life. We can talk about 
God, sing songs praising God, serve God in various ways, but if we 
have no direct experience of God, God is to us only an idea. Medita- 
tion enables us to move from believing to knowing. We experience 
what we have only talked about before. Through meditation we can 
learn how to be still and know that I am God. 

What is true about meditation, and what istrue about the other spir- 
itual practices is that they are only a means to an end. Any effect we get 
from a spiritual practice — be it a sense of relaxing or even a level of 
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ecstasy — 1s not the reason for practicing a discipline. What is impor- 
tant is the change in the lives of the persons meditating. People who 


perform a spiritual practice day after day will find several things begin- 
ning to happen: 


Their days will become efficient and productive. 

Their purposes will become clearer. 

The work they want to do they will do more easily. 

They will gain a renewed peace in their daily lives. 

They will find their interest in spiritual things growing. 
The purposes of their lives may change in accordance with 
their new spiritual insights! 


Jesus told us to judge something by its fruits. If the fruits of a reg- 
ular spiritual practice are increased energy, efficiency and tranquillity, 
I believe that including a spiritual practice in our life is worth trying. 
The very best fruit of living a life that includes a daily spiritual practice 
is we will find an increasing ability to love. The quickening we will feel 
becomes realized in our lives as a fresh outpouring of love that is evi- 
dent in our relationships with others. 

We may have found the advice to love everyone problematic. Some- 
times we have enough trouble just loving our family and close friends. 
Often what we mean by the word love is really a conditional love that 
we fall into or out of depending upon how the other person looks and 
acts and treats us. But the love we discover through an awakened spir- 
ituality is a love that is universal and unconditional. It does not depend 
on anything about the other person. It simply means accepting them, 
accepting their humanity and wishing for them only peace, happiness, 
health and all good things. 

This kind of unconditional love is always available to us, deep 
within our spiritual essence, our innermost core, our connection to our 
Higher Power. We can find it by simply accepting it into our con- 
sciousness. All we need to do is say ona regular, ona daily, onan hourly, 
on a moment by moment basis — Speak Lord, Thy servant listens. 


Interview for The Phoenix Magazine 


Spiritual Growth Through 
Spiritual Direction 


INTERVIEW WITH Nancy BALTINS 
BY JOHN WALLEY, SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR 
JANUARY 8, 1996 


Joun: Nancy, looking at your practice of spiritual direction, how 
would you describe what you do as a spiritual director? 


Nancy: The core of spiritual direction for me is to be a companion to 
someone who is intentionally looking for the Higher Power in his or 
her life. My main role is supportive and facilitative. Basically, I think 
the Holy Spirit is the director. 

It is an exciting vocation because it is so filled with surprise. I often 
don’t know what is going to be meaningful to the person; 1.e., what par- 
ticular comment. So, it behooves me to stay fit in my spiritual practice 
because I think that is what invites the spiritual dimension to rise in the 
interview, as opposed to social contact or therapy contact. 

Primarily, it is listening to the other person and being comfortable 
with silences, being comfortable with the unique way the session goes. 
It is not a question-answer style of interview. It is listening to the other 
person, their words, their behavior, and watching their body language, 
and listening to myself, my inner voice. When I have a sense that there 
is a difficulty in some area, it is having the intuitive sense to pick up on 
that even if what is being said is very happy and calm. So, I have to be 
attentive to my feelings because listening often comes out of a feeling 
in the heart of what the person conveys. So, listening is really the heart 
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of it and then, feeling free to reflect back to the person what I thought 
they said — to communicate a feeling tone I am picking up. 

An important part for me is some self-disclosure. That really wasn’t 
stressed in my training, but I have found that it seems to make their 
issue less of an unusual thing, not that I am in any way the focus, but I 
have found that disclosing the times I have felt that way, or troubles 
that I have had that are similar, do a lot to put the person at ease. You 
are always listening with your intuition as to what feels comfortable. 
You don’t always want to self-disclose either, even if something occurs 
to you. It is a fine point. It may not seem the time to bring it up. 

And then, I also want to contribute substantive didactic instruc- 
tions, things like breath, metaphysical laws, just to offer the wisdom 
that I have through my reading and life experience as to principles. I 
try to put the person’s specific concrete issues into a more universal 
context and, at this point, I have a sense of spiritual evolution and the 
ebb and flow of it. 

Again, I think what is reassuring to the other person 1s that what 
they are going through is not unique, is not particularly neurotic. It is 
just part of the fabric of perdition, illumination, etc. 

One of my roles is that of supporter and cheerleader. I very much 
want the person to be moving toward a spiritual discipline. So I want 
to ask about that and support them if they are not doing it, if they feel 
guilty or whatever. I want to be gentle with a persuasive voice — that 1s 
really an important part of the whole spiritual journey. I guess support 
really is the whole fabric of what I do. 

I don’t think I confront very often. I pretty much respect the 
person’s resistances and their timing. It is just not that important — what 
I know, when I know it. What is important is that they have a sense of 
when it comes up for them. Oftentimes I will have thought about 
something or pondered something and four sessions later the person 
comes up with it. It is so clear that then was when it needed to be talked 
about. It was the timing. 

It’s really a matter of being prepared for surprise. I really don’t have 
a plan or expect the session to go this way, or that this time we are going 
to get through this. I really come to the session prepared for the unex- 


pected. 
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JouNn: You see the spiritual direction encounter as being different 
from social work or psychotherapy. Do you want to say something 
about these three modes of caring? 


Nancy: Well, in social work you really want to have a diagnosis and 
you want to have treatment for it. And I think, as a therapist, you have 
a pretty definitive diagnosis of what the person’s wound is, and you 
want it to come to light. It is more cognitive. At least, that was the kind 
of therapy I practiced. At first, I needed to know their issues and how 
they developed the trouble. 

In spiritual direction, I feel it is very mucha mystery. I have definite 
senses of certain psychological defenses, but I just have very little pres- 
sure or sense of responsibility that these have to come out. I guess I 
really trust the process. To me, the spiritual healing that occurs is so 
powerful because I have known many people who know their diagno- 
sis and still feel bad, still feel stuck. So, to me, it is wonderful to be ina 
vocation where intellectual insight is not stressed, but feeling this 
movement is. 


Joun: In addition to what you have already said, what would you 
see as some of the main helping techniques you use? 


Nancy: I think one’s attitude is crucial. I think you really need to 
come across as a person of tremendous patience, gentleness and toler- 
ance so that the person has a sense that they can really tell you any- 
thing. 

I think what we are wanting to do in this process is get in touch with 
our vulnerability. I often hear people say, “Oh, you must be so tired of 
hearing this,” and I always say, “No, not at all.” “You must be so tired 
of me complaining.” “You must be so tired of me bitching or whatever.” 
And I just say, “No.” And I am not. I mean, I know how much a 
process this whole journey is. It is repetitious, and part of my explana- 
tion is to show that progression/regression, progression/regression is 
a spiral. It is not linear. Just when we thought we took care of “it” — 
once again, here “it” re-surfaces. ~ 

So, I think my disposition, my patience, is important. I think it 
implies a sense that everything is OK and anything you bring up is OK. 
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We don’t need progress. We don’t need goals achieved. And again, as a 
social worker, it was all about goals, goal setting, and did we achieve 
our goal — did we learn to budget and did we take the parenting classes. 

[am very convinced that the healer is inside each person and that 
my presence is mostly to get out of the way. It really is not what I say 
or do, but I help set it up for a client because we all feel so guilty and 
ashamed of our defects. 

Tjust set the groundwork so there is no shame. What you do, I have 
done. I am fascinated with how I draw clients to me that I really under- 
stand, people who tend to be late or people who tend to have too much 
to do. [completely empathize with them because I have lived there and 
know how long it took me to do my meditation. I just don’t feel dis- 
appointed with people when I say, “Oh, I know how that goes.” I think 
the qualities of how you are and how you express yourself as a spiri- 
tual director are crucial. And, I think, that again, comes from your own 
spiritual practice. 


JouHN: Canyou elaborate on the qualities of how you express your- 
self as a spiritual director? 


Nancy: Well, what I am talking about is patience and gentleness, 
those attitudes that are underlying. Basically, the fruits of the spirit, 
compassion and patience come to you through your spiritual practice. 
So, again, being faithful to my practice is the most important thing I 
can do to be an effective spiritual director. 


Joun: What other strategies or helping techniques do you use? 


Nancy: [always want to start a client with a thought or two on what 
has happened in the last month. I start by asking — “How are you?” 
“How are things?” “Tell me how things are going.” In other words, I 
really want to convey to the person that I see them in the driver’s seat. 
Sometimes people expect me to set the agenda, or else they bring in 
books and notebooks. I mean they don’t really understand what a prac- 
tice is, and so it takes a while for some people to believe that the events 
of their life are the guts of our practice together. It is not pleasing me, or 
being a good student, or seeming to be spiritual. I always want to keep 
focusing on “What are you thinking about that? How does this seem?” 
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It is my job to bring up things. For example, I will ask about an area 
like employment, or a relationship, or something that the person is 
skirting. I think that I do want to bring that up. Again I think people 
come in with an idea of what spirituality is and is not. They don’t 
understand that their relationships at work are their spirituality. It 1s 
very concrete. 


Joun: Notjust what you do with God. 
Nancy: Exactly. 


Joun: Or what you don’t do with God. You made an interesting 
aside a while ago. You said that spiritual direction was a process. Could 
you elaborate on that for me, please. 


Nancy: Spiritual direction occurs in the present, so you don’t set 
future goals. I don’t think of a goal of “wanting to take time for God.” 
It is like burnishing the facets in a diamond or something. It happens 
very slowly, glacially slowly. It isn’t an “Aha!” If I tell you something, 
you say “Oh, revelation! Things will never be the same again!” It is not 
that kind of conversion. It is imperceptible. So one’s transformation is 
in a state of process, slow process. You look back six months ago and 
you can reflect how things have really changed. How do you differ 
with your daughter, feel differently about women, feel differently 
about work. But, it is not given to you to really know what is going on, 
and people become impatient because nothing is happening. 

I believe that many are called, few are chosen. It takes people with 
strength. It is a warrior path and it is hard not to know what is going 
on. For instance, I know you have heard me say one of my favorite 
things: “Confusion is a prelude to breakthrough.” When you are feel- 
ing at sea, confused, unfocused, and uncomfortable, for me to say that 
we are leading up to a breakthrough or something is helpful, because 
you feel very confused. You feel in the dark. You feel as if you have 
backslid. Not only is nothing happening, but you are going backwards. 
And, I can say that is part of the process — digression is part of the 
process. It is like yeast — you have flour, then you have risen dough; 
and between the flour, mixing the ingredients and the rising of the 
dough, the yeast works, as does spiritual direction. The package of 
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yeast or the spirit of the heart — you can’t really see it rise, it seems 
almost imperceptible. But you know that at 1 o’clock it was nothing 
but a bowl of liquid, and at 4 0’clock it is ready to go in the oven. People 
tend to want the bread. We have to value the process. 

Something is happening here, even though it may seem like it is not. 
Even if it seems like you didn’t learn anything this session, something 
is happening and you will know it later. 


JoHN: Would you like to say more about how spiritual direction is 
unique or different or similar to other forms of help a client could get 
elsewhere? 


Nancy: Well, I think the main difference is that you really believe that 
the Holy Spirit is the director and you are just there to be a mutual 
explorer and discerner. I think in the other forms, the practitioner is 
seen as the definite treatment person. In spiritual direction there is a 
three-part relationship: God, client, and director. 


Joun: What kinds of issues have clients brought to you? 


Nancy: Well, quite a few. I know there are some certain root com- 
monalities: a person’s sense of inadequacy, such as, “I don’t feel good 
about myself,” or, “I don’t feel I am coping well with my life.” So often 
they come in at a crisis period and that is when you start to delve into 
the shame — “I don’t feel good and I feel ashamed of it.” 

Another issue would be a sense of feeling lost or disconnected. One 
person had a sense of closeness to God and it had gone. She wanted to 
try to get help to reconnect, but, of course, that is uncontrollable. So 
she came to accept surrender, letting go, not needing to control. This 
practice is applicable to more than this issue. 

One person just felt overwhelmed with too many forks in the road, 
too many irons in the fire — felt she really needed help simplifying and 
focusing. But I do think a generalization could be that in a crisis, what 
had seemed to be a familiar way of coping is lost, and the person feels 
very afraid and lost. Then there is anger and a lot of other emotions that 
accompany that, a sense of having lost your bearings and not being 
grounded. What had worked isn’t working. So, I think there is often a 
sense of despair. I don’t always think that the most satisfied people are 
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the ones that come to spiritual direction. 


Joxun: Would you be able to say that certain issues or types of issues 
might be particularly helped in spiritual direction? 


Nancy: Well, I think one generality we could say would be anyone 
who is ina 12-step program, who has identified an addiction and wants 
to be more explicitly involved in the spiritual dimension — I almost 
think that a spiritual director is the only one, is the best one. I have 
clients that are very successful financially, and clients that aren’t. It is 
interesting. I think they are thirsting for spirit. This is what they are 
doing and several of my clients have come in with that knowledge. It 
was clear to them as well that they would not go to psychotherapists. 
The ones who have felt disconnected to God are people who are aware 
of the lack of fulfillment of religion and people who are unhappy. 
Oftentimes, what they will say is that they felt very spiritual as a child 
and have lost that and would like to regain it. 

I have also had several people who are fairly sophisticated, have 
been to therapy and they havea sense that they need something deeper. 
They have come in with a particular problem, a marital crisis or some- 
thing, but they really don’t immediately want to try another line of 
therapy, or sometimes they are in therapy, and they want something 
else as well. I really feel that almost any problem could be addressed 
with a spiritual director...but maybe it depends on the person. Are 
they interested in looking at the extra dimension? 


JOHN: Say something about how you work. “How” do you want to 
work? How “deep” do you want to be? 


Nancy: Are you willing to surrender? That is a crucial part of it, and 


to die to ego (see page 106). The life of surrender is the opposite of 
domination by the ego. 


Joun: What else would you say about surrender? 


Nancy: Well, there is some proclivity or potential belief that there is 
a power in the universe that is greater than we are, is working on our 


behalf, is personally interested in us, and that we need to connect with 
that. 
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JOHN: Is personally interested in us? 


Nancy: I think they have to have some potential belief in that. But, I 
could be wrong. My practice is pretty fledgling. There may be atheists 
who come in. I actually have people come in and say, “Don’t say the 
word God.” They are anti-religious. But, everyone I have worked with 
has definitely been interested in connecting witha higher power. I sup- 
pose there are those who aren’t, but I don’t think I have been in prac- 
tice with them. I don’t have any desire to proselytize or convince 
anybody. 

It’s so clear to me what is true for me. Again, I seem to attract people 
who want to know more, people who aren’t argumentative. That is 
another aspect | think is wonderful and it may be unique —it is so con- 
fessional. The more I tell you it is true for me, you tell me the same. I 
can’t say where you are wrong about that or that’s not what the experts 
would say. I don’t need to fit anybody’s talk into a stratagem. I love 
that confessional. I don’t feel that I have to be right. I am right all the 
time and so are you. That is positive. 


Joun: Like confessing our own truths. 
Nancy: Right. Exactly. 
Joun: Would you say there are different kinds of spiritual direction? 


Nancy: Well, of course there is the group and the individual, and I 
love the differences. I know that some people in my groups would not 
want to be one-to-one, and they really appreciate the diversity of a 
eroup. It helps them feel OK. 

There are so many different ways to connect, miracles, etc. I think 
it is a real chemistry thing. I think people’s practices are so individual- 
ized, given who they are and their life experience. For instance, I had a 
client referred to me by another spiritual director who said this person 
isn’t traditional, and the director had been trained ina traditional style. 
So we had a wonderful time together, but I know he doesn’t want to 
hear about Jesus. He is fine with God. I think my fellow director 


wanted to talk about Jesus. 
When I interviewed my first spiritual director, I wanted to know 
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what were the main sources of his connecting to God. He said Carl 
Jung, the Bible and other world religions. I knew that was going to be 
great. So, I do think that there is a lot of variety in the practice and, with 
the two directors I have had, there is a real buy-in as to how the effect 
is. Some are confrontational and some aren’t. Different people have 
psychotherapeutic backgrounds. Different people have a Jungian back- 
ground. I really think it comes down to a sense of chemistry — to care 
about working with this person. 


Joun: What differences, if any, are there between spiritual direction 
and spiritual guidance? 


Nancy: I use them interchangeably. 


Joun: Is spiritual direction tied to forms of religious belief or is it 
independent of religious belief? 


Nancy: It varies. For some of my people in the church, they are much 
more religiously oriented. And yet, as I think about it, the more they 
progress in their spiritual journey, the more loose that affiliation 
becomes. I think what I love about the whole area of spirituality is that 
it is as broad as the universe. It is not in any way tied to religion. 


JOHN: Can you say some more about that, please? 


Nancy: Well, I think of the Bible — the wind blows where it will, the 
spirit goes where it will. Again, in the groups, people express their sense 
of the spirit connecting them through nature, through grandchildren, 
through quilting, through cooking, through gardening. It comes in any 
life experience that we have. So I think it helps them to have a sense of 
the nearness of God — the omnipresence. 

Sometimes I feel that people feel guilty if they haven’t been to 
church lately, if their grandchild hasn’t been baptized. So I think that 
religion can pose guilt for people. There are a lot of “shoulds” and rit- 
uals and dogmas. I think spirituality is much more free and, therefore, 
the individual has a lot of responsibility. Not everybody wants to 
explore their spirituality. Some people really prefer to go to Sunday 
School and give the minister responsibility for defining it. 
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JouN: How would you compare and contrast dogma-based and 
dogma-free spiritual direction practices? 


Nancy: Well, I personally don’t agree with dogma-based spiritual 
practice. 


Joun: What are the dangers? What are the things about it that aren’t 
attractive? 


Nancy: I want each individual to come up with his or her own sense 
of the divine and if he or she would be determined to have it be dogma- 
based, I would go along with it. But, it certainly hasn’t happened to me 
and I doubt that it will. To me, spirit is the opposite of dogma. It is a 
freedom of expression, a freedom of experience, and it is experiential. 
To me, dogma is conceptual; something somebody else has written that 
you need to espouse. What I am looking to help people find is an expe- 
rience of the divine — personal, first-hand. So, to me, dogma is descrip- 
tive. Spirituality is experiential. 


Joun: That’s a really helpful assessment. Have you answered the 
question of how you would characterize the types of spiritual direc- 
tion available — some dogma-based and some aren’t? 


Nancy: What are dogma-based? Do you think the Ignatian Exercises 
in the Catholic tradition are dogma-based? 


Joun: I think spiritual direction practiced within a tradition is more 
likely to be focused on dogma. That which is open to all traditions 
would be freer of religious dogma. It is interesting the way you put it: 
spirituality is the experience of God, and religious dogma is another 
person’s description of God that you are expected to take on as yours, 
as opposed to having your own personal experience. 

If someone were looking for a spiritual director, how would they 


find the type they were seeking? 


Nancy: You would want to talk to people. I think what you need to 
do is be prepared to have various appointments and try out several of 
them. I think the best way is to do a face-to-face interview with the 
assumption that you are not committed at all. That’s trying it out for 


both parties. 
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I do think in that interview you need to be free to ask: “What is your 
practice based on?” The client should definitely be free to question the 
director about his basis of knowledge and experience. And in that con- 
versation, you have a sense of the dynamics between the two of you — 
how comfortable you feel, how positive, how uplifted, how affirmed 
you feel. I think you want to feel affirmed by the person — not judged 
or feel on trial or that you’d better measure up. 

Of course, you know I would say that you could pray about it and 
have faith that you are going to be brought to the right person, even at 
the outset. At the very beginning you need to begin to surrender and 
have a sense of trust that you will find the right person. You won’t have 
to cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s and control the process. 


Joun: Is there a real choice here between doing all these interviews 
and comparing and maintaining this external process, as opposed to 
turning it over to God and asking to be guided and directed to the right 
person, and then getting help in assessing which person is right? 


Nancy: I would always endorse the attitude of trust and belief that 
you will be drawn to the right person. But, you have to do your home- 
work. It is a question of attitude — do you believe that what you do is 
determinative, or do you do the same homework, like talking to people 
and making appointments, and then have an open stance that the right 
person will come to you? 


Joun: Nancy, what do you like most about your work? 


Nancy: [am in awe that people tell me about their encounters with 
the holy. I think it is the most intimate experience one has and it is an 
incredible honor and privilege to share that. It is a very moving expe- 
rience for me. I also like my own deepening trust and experience in the 
process. So, personally, to have that mantle of responsibility lifted — 
that I am in charge of this, that I have to perform, that I have to be a 
good spiritual director, that I have to know what is going on, that I have 
to be in touch with what the client is feeling — letting go of all that is 
really freeing. It is by far the most fun thing I do in my life. 


Joun: Do you prefer working with individuals or groups? 
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Nancy: Both. I love them both. I wouldn’t want to just do individu- 
als. But I also wouldn’t want to just do groups. It’s a good balance. 


JouN: What do you find most challenging in being a spiritual direc- 
tor? 


Nancy: Itis hard to say —I took to it like a duck to water. It happened 
to be the right time. Initially I was challenged and worried that noth- 
ing would happen, that it wouldn’t work. But, having had experience 
now I don’t have that fear any more. I trust it. It gives you back to 
people. 

I don’t know, John. I have a real sense of patience and empathy with 
people who take a long time to establish a practice because I was like 
that myself. 

I guess the challenge would be to honor my vocation; carve out the 
time to be me (that is one of my personal issues) and do things that are 
fun for me, things that I enjoy doing. I feel I should do my other duties 
during the day. For instance, it is important to do a little teaching piece 
for the group session. But even though it is my work, I still have a hard 
time taking “permission” in the day to do that. But it is definitely 
coming. 


JoHN: But you are a teacher, so you need to be more and more 
familiar with the materials. 


Nancy: Absolutely. But, I think as my life simplifies, because of the 
cancer, a lot of the other work I did — like a lot of phoning, meetings, 
etc. — used to take up my time. I now have less of that, a shorter list of 
things to do with deadlines; I just have more blocks of time. It 1s easier 
to say I have got to take time to finish this reading. But, it does seem 
like pleasure reading. This is why I am in the field — I get to do what I 
want to do — less “work.” Then God said, “All right. Let’s make sure 
she knows it is work, and then she will take time to do it.” 


Joun: Whatare the most useful ways of encouraging someone you 


are counselling? 


Nancy: Oh, affirming them is a major thing — just to constantly 
convey, it’s OK. “I didn’t do this,” “Oh, that’s OK.” “Iam sorry I am 
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fifteen minutes late,” “Oh, that’s OK.” Just to really make them feel a 
deep sense of: ’m OK. You’re OK. Because when they feel really safe 
and accepted and, more than that, liked and affirmed, that 1s when they 
get the strength to start to look at their shadow. 


Joun: What has the shadow got to do with it? 


Nancy: I think that is what we are looking for. We are afraid of the 
parts of us we don’t know, that let us know that they are there, but we 
don’t want to face them. So supressed and repressed. But if I were being 
defensive about overt behavior, I am certainly not going to allow 
myself to come up with other insights. I think that timing is really 
important. 

You know, there are such a variety of ways to do that. The model I 
really espouse is mutuality. As I mentioned earlier, I am not the all-wise 
counselor. You are in a pit; you’ve got a problem. You come in here 
when you are in trouble; then the spiritual director joins you. It is like 
we are both in the pit and it just so happens that we are talking about 
you, but we are both in the pit. 

So, what you have to say is not only important, but it enhances me 
(the spiritual director). And I think when you sense that you are teach- 
ing me, that you are contributing to my enlightenment, the healer in 
you wakes up. But, you still have a focus and this is often at a sublim- 
inal level. I feel really enhanced by my clients in many ways. We teach 
what we need to know. So thinking about metaphysical laws and talk- 
ing about them with clients is very elucidating to me because it helps 
me be mindful of them and think about them in my own life. And, even 
specific things they have to say I find enlightening. So, I always want 
to say, “That is really a good point. I hadn’t thought about that.” Never 
hypocritically, never flattering, because everybody knows what is 
going on all the time. But, when it is honestly something interesting to 
me, and helpful, I think just conveying that is really important. 

So, supporting, affirming and then encouraging and prodding — I 
really am pretty clear that I want to ask them how their practice is 
going. Candid, direct, but not confrontive. The one commitment I ask 
people to make — plan to begin a spiritual practiceand I don’t care what 
it is. | will look for something with meditating in it if they commit to 
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spending some time on whatever it is. So often, not necessarily every 
time, I will touch onit. If they are not progressing, I explore it. Do you 
have a place? Do you have a time? And then, not to shame them but 
just kind of gently again define the advantages and why I feel so 
strongly about it, and ask how do they really expect things to start to 
happen. 


Joun: What is spiritual direction really about in your opinion? 
What would you say is its real purpose? 


Nancy: I think it is about waking up to the spiritual dimension of 
you, becoming conscious of the presence of the spirit in you and in 
your life, and then intentionally fostering it. So, its actual purpose is to 
help a person discern the presence of the holy in their lives, helping 
them in their spiritual practices. 


Joun: How are the benefits of spiritual direction similar and dif- 
ferent from personal counselling or psychotherapy? 


Nancy: I think in the course of discerning the holy, you become 
aware of who you are and you become aware of your defenses. I think 
that takes time with therapy. But, as I implied earlier, to me the differ- 
ence is the pursuit of yourself and your knowledge of who you really 
are, uncovering the layers of conditioning and parental repression, and 
so on. The spirit is helping you uncover these things and, at the same 
time, it is healing. The discovery goes hand-in-hand with healing. 

Therapy is supposed to do that, but I don’t think it necessarily does. 
I feel an egregious injury, like child abuse, sexual abuse, etc., and un- 
covering what happened and the effects of that don’t necessarily heal. 
So, to me, spiritual direction has all the benefits of therapy only a thou- 
sand percent better, because spiritual healing is really effective so that 
you no longer have the effect of those injuries. 


JoHN: You seem to see spiritual direction as alot more effective than 
psychotherapy because it does heal, unless the person is totally resis- 
tant. Is healing a non-stated assumption in psychotherapy? 


Nancy: No, I think it is stated. I think you go there for healing, but 
I don’t think it necessarily works. I have known people who have been 
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in therapy for twenty years. Just because they know the dysfunction in 
their family, issues in a family of origin, does not mean they are healed 
from it. They go back to that family; they just get stymied. They are 
not detached. They are still in effect living within the dysfunctional 
family. 

Just as in physical healing, the doctor puts on a bandage, and God 
does the healing. Doctors would tell you that they can give umpteen 
courses of chemotherapy and they have no control over who benefits. 
It’s a mystery. I think most therapists would be honest and say the same 
thing. They can give twenty sessions to different incest victims and 
they just don’t know who is going to benefit. The point here is healing, 
but it is very mysterious. 

To me, spiritual direction is just much more explicit. We know God 
does the healing and we are intentioned to move to that dimension. 
And, of course, healing could be dying; that would bring peace. One of 
my drop-in center clients said she has tremendous problems with 
depression. She always said she came here to take away pain, that she 
now knows that Jesus comes to share. So, your pain isn’t eradicated, but 
somehow you are enabled to hold it a different way so that it doesn’t 
stymie you and continue to thwart you. 


JouN: How would someone know when it is time for them to seek 
spiritual guidance or direction? 


Nancy: I think when they feel a hunger for help, for support. And it 
occurs to them — someone is describing it, someone is reading a book 
about it —and it strikes them like a chord is struck or a resonance is felt. 
It is almost as if you have to have the hunger for it to really work. It 
could be around a specific issue such as failed relationships, but it 
occurs to you that there is another way to explore a solution. You don’t 
want to just do the things you used to do: talk to friends, do self-help 
books, or do groups. Spiritual direction is honing your skill and intu- 
ition. It is almost as if you needed a beginning, an intuitive sense that 
you want spiritual direction, for it to really start. 


JOHN: So, you have to have a sense of wanting spiritual direction? 


Nancy: I think so. But, I am just speaking from my practice point of 
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view. The seeker has to do the initiating and seeking out, and the seeker 
has to have a consciousness of wanting it. It is not for everybody. I 
think you need to be at a certain point of wanting it. Or, at least having 
it strike you as something worth pursuing. 


JOHN: How did you decide, Nancy, to become a spiritual director? 


Nancy: Well, I went to seminary because of the mystery involved 
with my son, and I went there just to study and get some questions 
answered and grow in wisdom. I was very drawn to the life of study- 
ing about God. 

I began to think about career possibilities when I returned to work 
when my children were in school. In other words, I didn’t go to semi- 
nary to become a minister. It was not a vocationally-motivated course 
of study because I was at home. I thought I would like to work in an 
area that involves thinking about God. But I wasn’t turned on to tra- 
ditional ministry. I wasn’t taken with nurturing the church, and I didn’t 
like the idea of preaching weekly. I was still thinking about other kinds 
of ministry and then Roseann Giguerre came and taught a class on spir- 
ituality. It hit me between my eyes — I just loved everything we read. It 
would be the first thing I would read. I waited with bated breath to get 
home and start reading. I loved everything she said. I loved her atti- 
tude. It was very affirming. And she wrote these incredible comments 
on my papers. She just gave me a lot of really good feedback — what my 
insights were, what my thoughts were. So, I felt confused at gradua- 
tion when I just did not know what I wanted to do. Then when I heard 
she had opened up a spiritual direction training program, instantly I 
knew that is what I wanted to be. In other words, being exposed to her 
as a mentor, being exposed to the material, and then just feeling the 
most alive, tremendous eros, that type of energy, all-around focus that 
somehow this was meant to be for me. I felt I came home to myself. 
And it turned out lucky. 

I have always debated what I should do with my life. I never had a 
clear-cut direction. There were so many things I could do, lots of things 
Iam good at. I just knew that I liked to be with people. So, it has been 
very deeply satisfying to be really clear this is what I wanted. 

For forty-five years I have come up with thoughts of, “Should I be 
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doing this?” You know — question, question, question. And now, I am 
just reassured and it doesn’t matter to me if I have forty clients or five 
clients. I just don’t need to prove myself. I don’t need external, reflec- 
tive, validated data, whereas I did before. “Am I getting an A?” “Am I 
good at this?” “Am I getting ...?” I never look at the external feedback 
to believe that this is worth my time. So, it is wonderful to have people 
affirm me and express that I am needed here, but it is extraneous. You 
know, I don’t have that hunger for applause. It’s great. 


Joun: What should a client decide before they enter into spiritual 
direction? 


Nancy: I don’t think they need to decide anything other than they 
want to try this with a person. I think they will quickly know in one 
or two sessions if they want spiritual direction and if they want that 
person. Either their appetite will be whetted and the hunger ... itis like 
you have a spark in you of interest and as you go into the process ... I 
really would say trust the process as you enter into it. The spark will 
be fanned into a fire or it won’t be. So, it’s wonderful. You don’t need 
to have done all of this research and a lot of other bother. I think if 
anyone has a spark of interest, they should try it. Because the minute 
you get into it, you start feeling yourself exposed. I know one person 
who just couldn’t stand it. She had a sense that too much would come 
up for her, too much truth. She didn’t want to face it. So, I think the act 
of will is that you choose to start it. Of all my clients, no one has been 
overwhelmed. 

To me, because you are invoking a spirit to be with you and be your 
true guide, you get the support you need for every opening, for every 
veil withdrawn, for every encounter with mistakes you have made. 
You've got support. You are somehow strong enough to face that. But 
you don’t know that is a given, so it feels risky ... and especially at the 
beginning. When you get further down, you again begin to extrapolate 


new experiences. You begin to trust that all will be well. All manner of 
things will be well. 


Joun: What are the kinds of choices or decisions which a client 
might face while in spiritual direction? 
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Nancy: Choices or decisions? Well, they are awesome. You might 
choose to change careers. You might choose to end a relationship. You 
might choose to enter a relationship. It’s very much to do with your 
real life and all that it entails — all the arenas of your life, your relation- 
ships, your career, etc. There are some that I think are pretty common. 
People come to face the need to simplify, to put order in their lives, 
detach from the material, how we live, choices of how you spend your 
time, how you spend your resources, how you spend your energy. It 
is very much about behavior. 


JoHN: Howso? 


Nancy: Because, it is about your life. It is not theoretical. It is not 
armchair. It is very impactful on your life. It is not about insight. It is 
about going within. 


Joun: — Itis about experience, not about description. 
Nancy: Very personal. Very real. 


Joun: Thank you, Nancy. You have had some wonderful things to 
say. 


Nancy: Thanks, John. Those were great questions. 


Spiritual Growth Group Meditation 


Dialogue with Death 


DECEMBER 7, 1995 


OMEONE I KNOW GAVE ME A BOOK CALLED, Dialogue With 

Death: A Journey Through Consciousness, by Eknath Easwaran, a 
Hindu, which I think I am going to give to my friends for Christmas. 

It starts out by talking about death as our friend, and it’s always 
hard to hear those words, because we love life, and we really are 
immersed ina culture that does not want to talk about death. And so, 
dying itself is not particularly our friend, necessarily, but the fact is we 
are mortal. 

I love to say that we are all terminal, and some of us are more aware 
of this than others. The author says, only when we contemplate our 
death do we take life seriously, and in that way itis a friend. Otherwise, 
as Thoreau said, we run the risk of discovering, when we come to die, 
that we have never lived. So when you think about death, instead of 
thinking about death as negative, there is a very positive dimension to 
it, in that it brings life into focus, and you start to taste your day, how 
precious it is; how precious your relationships are. It has a whole huge 
impact on you ... if interacting with your children is so lovely, you 
don’t want to be ina hurry about it. 

In my life, I have had so much to do, like even in this group, it is so 
wonderful that I really have nothing to do after this group. So after this 
group comes to a close, I don’t have on my mind, okay, now, I have to 
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get out in the parking lot. Before, I would plan an 11 o’clock dental 
appointment or something. But I am so aware now, that that meant as 
the group closed down, I am starting to think about getting to the car. 
If you’ve got too much going on, it’s really hard to be present ina deep 
way. So there is a lot of impact. It starts to slow you down, because you 
want to taste what is precious to you. And you don’t have time for 
quarreling, like, if your spouse says something that is difficult, it’s just 
not worth it to take it up. And sometimes the upshot of it is, if I don’t, 
he offers, “I don’t know if I think that or not.” Give him the space 
instead of, “How could you say that?!” The main thing that happens 
is you start to want to make your life count, and find meaning in it. It 
starts with that big self - S-E-L-E, capital-S Self-realization, and Carl 
Jung took that word, Self, to mean God, as archetype. So you’re going 
from Laura, mother, wife, to, “Whom did God create?” and God cre- 
ated Laura. 

You start to think about what personally moves you, what person- 
ally you want to get involved in. There are so many things asking for 
our time and energy, all of us are very competent, we could do many 
things. But what are the things that really call to us, that have our name 
on them? When you do what you feel fulfills, and you start to want to 
move toward those things, and be more discerning about other calls 
that come to you that are perfectly valid and worthwhile, and so as you 
move toward the activities that really personally fulfill you, you start 
to have a deep sense of satisfaction, that is much deeper than anything 
that comes to you — the possessions, the power, or prestige. And those 
are things that we were motivated by, earlier in life, and that’s good, but 
they are not deeply satisfying. 

I talk a lot in this little presentation about this book, how against 
our culture this is. This culture wants us to buy; it wants us to keep 
buying new clothes. The implicit promise is that we will be satisfied if 
we buy things, if we accumulate things, if we have possessions, but the 
truth is they are not satisfying. What are satisfying, deeply, are the 
questions, “Who am I?” and “What am I here for?” Those are the deep 
questions, and when you really take those into your life, that begins 
the self-realization process, and you start to make personal discover- 
ies about yourself and what you don’t like; and that is when you start 
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to make your contribution to the world. You start to be who you are 
and that is unique. And other things start to happen to you, you feel 
more compassion. I guess the way I would simply put it is, if you are 
into more Self-realization (God — the God in you), love starts to take 
over your being because God is love. And so, on this path, you find the 
fruits of the spirit. You find compassion. You find the means not to be 
so judgmental: Forgive them. They know not what they do. There, but 
for the grace of God, go I. If I had that person’s life, I’d be Newt Gin- 
grich, too. (Laughter) If ’'d had his life ... 

We don’t all have to get terminal diagnoses, to come to these con- 
clusions, thank goodness. One of the ways we can start to move toward 
the meaningful questions is through a daily spiritual practice. So I 
would always keep talking about that. I will always say meditation is 
wonderful, but also time and devotional reading; time and Bible read- 
ing; time walking in the woods. It is just more the shutting down from 
your calendar and the calls that you need to make, and as you take time 
to be in connection with God, you get insights. And they often have to 
do with your daily life. That is what’s so fun about this thing — they are 
very functional. 

But there are also things about exercise and diet — you have to match 
the insight with behavior, and that’s where we don’t always honor the 
will. You can’t just have insight; and all of us know people who have a 
lot of intellectual insight about their issues, then the will comes to start 
changing behavior, and that is when you progress to a deeper level. You 
don’t go deeper if we don’t accompany our insight with behavior 
change. So one of the behavior changes that this author talks about ... 
he says that every moment of our lives we are faced with two choices, 
in every action or word, such as what should we do today, where shall 
we go for lunch. 

He has these words: preya and smeya. Preya is what reasons we have 
to make a choice about what to do. So preya is attractive; it calls to us; 
it tempts us; it looks like it’s going to taste good; it is going to tickle the 
ego, and it is guaranteed satisfaction now. Unfortunately, it is guaran- 
teed dissatisfaction later. 

The other word, smeya, is that which will contribute to our well- 
being, contribute to our health, contribute to our peace of mind. What 
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is ironic, is that smeya often is very gray; it doesn’t call to you; it doesn’t 
lure you. And even worse, it can be unpleasant, like starting a fitness pro- 
gram. It can give you pain. But inevitably it is going to contribute to your 
well-being. So Easwaran encourages us to be conscious of the preyaand 
smeya involved in every choice. The question is, how do we choose the 
road that leads to wisdom. One of the good-news pieces of this, is that 
if you don’t choose preya, you are choosing smeya. So in other words to 
avoid that thing that is instantly gratifying contributes to your better- 
ment. There is another factor in this conscious living that starts to 
emerge when you realize that you don’t necessarily have eons left to live. 
There is a huge element of the unknown in our lives. The unknown is 
with us every day of our lives. 

Another way to talk about that is lack of control. We cannot con- 
trol the stock market; we cannot control our children, and it is very 
threatening. Again, the culture promises us that if we take such and 
such a course — if we get this degree, if we do this, if we do that — it 
implies we are going to have control of our lives. 

So another spiritually deepening aspect is to accept lack of control; 
not only to accept it, but even to embrace it. 

Then instead of the unknown being something that makes you 
afraid, you reframe it to be God’s presence, his mystery. Every day con- 
tains mystery, and when something doesn’t go our way —a snafu, a mis- 
take — instead of, “Oh-oh! Now I’m going to get it!” — breathing 
through that fear and coming to say, “Hmm ... I wonder what this 
mystery is going to present to me.” 

So that is another important feature of the spiritual life to have some 
consciousness about. 

Another interesting thought the author had, is to think of ourselves 
as a glove. Now, the outer glove is the gross body. We have this physi- 
cality: it gets hungry, it gets cold, it gets hurt. Inside the glove is the 
lining, and the lining is the mind. The mind is really the most important 
part of the glove. The mind tells the body what to feel in a lot of ways. 

So something could happen in this doorway, and we all look at it, 
and Jinny gets afraid. And we all can’t believe it, because why would 
she get afraid? Well, her mind has triggered on something that comes 
from childhood or whatever and so she feels knots in her stomach, her 
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heart rate increases, her pulse goes faster. So the physicality takes orders 
from the mind. 

The more we are aware of that, when our body starts to be cold or 
hot or tired, we also think about the mind. What is going on here? It’s 
not just, “Well, of course it’s cold in here! Anybody would be cold.” 
No. We do react to temperature. But the thought of the mind 1s so 
important. The less you are aware of your thoughts, the more you are 
run by your body. 

So if someone steps on your toe and your body hurts, then you start 
to get really mad at the person; but if you have a thought that, “My 
mind is equally involved in this”.... There is a great Buddha story that 
you are on the lake, and you are rowing, and it is very foggy. You have 
this feeling you are going to be crashed into, and this boat just smashes 
into you. You are ready to kill this person, and then you see that there 
is no driver. It is an empty boat that is going around in the fog. 

... If you just give it some thought, which we all do in this room, I 
know, it is all about fear. It is so ironic, because the mind is the way to 
true satisfaction. It just baffles me that no one in the world is willing to 
understand that and just go with it. The consciousness revolution is 
happening. It is really a good thing to be conscious of, that body iden- 
tification should not stop with the external body. 

You can tell people who are very body-identified — They say, “Isn’t 
it cold in here? Oh, I got these new shoes. They are too tight. Nobody 
makes good shoes anymore. You know, I went into Dayton’s and the 
woman just ignored me. Poor me. I mean nothing goes right with me. 
Things are always too short, too long, too wet, too dry, too bright, too 
salty, too scratchy. My friend let me down and she’s always late.” 

And again, it is very common to have a negative attitude. My poor 
orthodontist ... I see him frequently. His opening line is always some 
bad thing about the weather. It just kills me. No matter what the 
weather is, “Pretty cold today.” This is meaningful: That it is okay to 
complain about the weather, and that this is a common entree to con- 
versation. It is going to make every person feel at home, like, “Yeah, 
right!” 

What we need to know is that, just as we can snack on food that is 
bad for our bodies and know it will make us overweight and then not 
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able to climb stairs easily, we can also snack on unhealthy things for 
our lining of the glove (our mind), and these are negative feelings. We'll 
always have them; we are human beings, that’s the way itis. 

But if you feel irritated, if you feel angry, if you feel annoyed, just 
have the consciousness, “I’m feeling that.” And if you snack on it, itis 
going to make you overweight and less fit. 

As in the insights to meditation, we can change behavior, it is very, 
very hard —this is not easy. But if you feel irritated, be aware of it, and 
go take a walk, sit down and read a book, don’t finish the letter, or 
whatever. You have a lot to do with how you are feeding your inner 
body. 

And what we want to take in are the positive states of mind, like 
patience. Patience is like a slice of homemade whole-grain bread. Every 
time you can be a little more patient, tell yourself that you have fed 
your inner body nutritiously. Whole-grain bread is going to make you 
walk that extra half a block without panting. 

So when you have negative thoughts — “I don’t like that. It’s not fair. 
I want this.” Be aware that you are snacking on un-nutritious thoughts, 
and you are going to have an overweight ego, which will be touchy, 
really sensitive to little things. You are going to take things personally, 
and you are going to be stressed by little things. Just as with sugar and 
red meat and alcohol, the more you have sugar, the more you want 
sugar; it’s just true. The more you allow yourself to be angry, the more 
prone to anger you will be when things don’t go your way. 

Now this is a life-long process. The goal is not to not be angry, 
because there is outrageous anger that’s deserved. But the point of all 
this, is the consciousness that things don’t just come out of you. You 
know I think the do-your-own-thing, express-yourself was a healthy 
evolution from being Victorian and totally suppressed and having to 
be nice all the time. But now we are moving more into the middle. We 
have a lot of ways to express our anger, and we all know if someone 
says, “I felt really hurt,” we can hear that; instead of, “Thanks a lot!” 

There are just different ways of expressing how you are feeling 


unhappy. 


Spiritual Growth Group Meditation 


Designer God 


MARCH 21, 1996 


\ X J: NEED TO CREATE A DESIGNER GOD, so we need to be aware 
of our programmed concepts of God. Growing up, what were 

our confirmation class concepts? And then, we need to change those 

concepts if they don’t match up with our present-day experience. 

So this is the new paradigm: that you are in charge of who God is 
for you. You can’t take what the Pope says. You need to, you are enti- 
tled to, you are responsible for, it is awesome to conclude, who God is 
for you. And the point, then, is that it’s a living God; it really fits with 
your experience. So, we could each compare who God is, for us, and 
have different thoughts, and no one is wrong. It’s not like: “No, no, no 
— That doesn’t fit in with the six classical arguments for God.” 

Know where God is not. Know that you lessen your contact with 
God in certain ways. So one would say that leading a life of generosity, 
charity, justice, is going to open your channel to God. I’ve said this 
before, but I always think about the radio wave. God is omnipresent, 
of course; God is everywhere. But we can either have no channel; or we 
could really widen our channel. And the more you widen the channel, 
the more God occurs to you, which means a loving response to what is 
happening to you, and so there are things we do that help us widen. 

Mean-spiritedness and selfishness and self-centeredness all narrow 
our channel. It’s so much in our self-interest to follow the precepts of 
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the Bible, which are to be a cheerful giver, cast your bread on the 
waters, not hang on to things and want things for yourself. 

Whenever something happens to you, if you are narrow, you take 
it personally. And if you’ve got a spaciousness, you can think, “he must 
have had a bad dream to wake up and say that to me.” You’ve got more 
space to think about other possibilities of why that person did that. I 
do think the astronauts have had this transformative experience when 
they saw the globe as a whole. They started the Institute of Noetic Sci- 
ence. They have done incredible things because it was this direct expe- 
rience that we are one globe. Why be Russia and the United States? 
Why be Bosnia and Serbia? So they got a real spacious view of the 
globe. 

One of the ways to lessen your contact with God is by being really 
in your ego. You’ve got this ego and it’s important. It is what helped 
you write papers; I mean, ego is good, but it’s just one part of us. As 
Jung said, you’ve got the ego and then you’ve got this unconscious. 
Then you’ve got the Self, which is the God-like part of you. 

The point is all our lives you’ve got ego, you’ve got an unconscious. 
But people who are just mired in ego, who never believe the uncon- 
scious is trying to give them information through dreams or through 
Freudian slips, Jungian slips, and then the Self — and so that’s the whole- 
ness that we want to move toward. 

That is the path of individuation, which is that you are becoming 
more than your ego. But if you are someone who is very ego-bound, 
what it tells you is, you’re right and they’re wrong. And that’s the mes- 
sage the ego keeps feeding you. That self-righteousness, that separate- 
ness. And it is starving you because, you say something, and someone 
says, “I don’t see it like that.” You know if your response 1s, “I’m 
threatened by that and I’ll prove to you.” If you were not ego-bound, 
you might think to yourself, “I am teachable right now. Maybe I might 
learn something that will enhance me.” 

The more you start to be mindful of how really scanty and poor that 
self-righteous feeling is, you get to be more and more open to feedback 
and to say, “Well, look. Tell me more about your point of view.” 

If someone is saying, “We should bomb the Serbs,” it is really hard 
if from your point of view, you really don’t believe it. But again, take 
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a deep breath and say “Tell me more.” It could be that you are going to 
influence them. Who knows what that transaction is going to end up 
meaning? 

This is what the spiritual people said, “What God wants is that we 
should cherish each other and help each other through love and ser- 
vice.” Those were the big themes. For suffering is grace. Suffering soft- 
ens us, teaches us, opens us up to receiving God’s grace. When we feel 
anxious, it is a sign that something is out of alignment. So here is that 
paradoxical concept that when you feel anxious, instead of hating it and 
wanting to quickly get a drink or go to a movie — escape it — the green 
light turns on and says, “Hmmmm. There is something in here that 
needs reconciling, that needs alignment.” 

One of the people said, “When my wife does something to me that 
makes me unhappy, I think that God is my wife, reminding me that I 
need to grow.” So you start to hear your critics as your teacher, partic- 
ularly when you have an emotionally charged response. That is pay 
dirt. The bell should go off — Ding. “Wow, I was so mad or I was so 
hurt. What is in there that I need to investigate?” 

And just that acknowledgment will then bring more information 
your way. God is so respectful, that until we do our part to say, “Iam 
open,” or maybe God keeps sending us the info and we don’t get it; I 
don’t know. 

I just know that confession is so important, which does not mean 
“T’ma bad person.” It just means to honestly admit that something has 
really upset you, and that you are part of the equation. It doesn’t matter 
that the guy was a terrible bully, that it was a really rude remark. That 
is all true. But it doesn’t serve you to just stay in that blaming mode. It 
doesn’t bear fruit. Strong emotions are a trigger for us to look at some- 
thing. 

To each their own. And I love that. In other words, there is a huge 
diversity in spirituality. Different people think that your mind is 
important, your thoughts define your reality. Other people feel that it 
is your emotions, what your heart tells you. And other people say, 
“Intuition is God’s telephone.” So nobody is right and nobody is 
wrong. It is very likely that, for each of us, at some point thoughts will 
take precedence or feelings will take precedence. But what they really, 
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really all said is, in our culture, in the United States, we have really got 
to explore the power of inner technology. We have been so focused on 
outer technology, but the inner technology is the ability to tap into a 
higher power as a means to make our lives better. So it is not that God 
is going to get you into heaven. It is that, today, there is a power for 
good and wholeness that is totally real and available to make this day 
a wonderful day for you, even if it is a day with some pain. 

In other words, the Higher Power is a force for good and whole- 
ness that is real and available right now, if we tap into it. It is a power 
that can help you to have a wonderful day today, even if it is a day 
where you have suffering. We are not into happy pills here. We are into 
deep life, and as you move on this journey you start to really under- 
stand joy, which can encompass a lot of suffering, and we all know that. 
Shadowlands ... C.S. Lewis’s wife with cancer ... so poignant, so sad, 
and so deeply joyful. Surprised By Joy. He would have given anything 
to have not had that, and it was a suffering relationship, but there was 
such deep joy to it. 

Once it becomes common for people to tap into their divine essence 
for guidance, the world will literally transform. And that is what is 
going on now. 

Iam someone, I don’t really know where I stand — heart, intuition, 
thought — but I do have a lot of focus on thought. And so I am going 
to end with one of the concepts about the power of your thoughts. By 
consciously directing your thoughts, you can use their power to align 
with the deep level of the higher power that guides your life. This align- 
ment can be particularly effective in transforming your experience of 
distress. For instance, when you are facing a personal difficulty, stop, 
take a deep breath, without denying any of your distress, choose for 
that situation your vehicle for deep empowerment; and you affirm, “1 
open to all that I am.” So it is very very practical. 

I love these strategies. For instance, over the fifteen months of the 
search for a new Senior Minister, various people felt despair. We had so 
many candidates who weren’t close; you know, hundreds of candi- 
dates. And it was really easy for people to say, “What if we never find 
someone? What if we have to settle? What if we fail the church?” For 
instance, for me that would be an opportunity to just say “Dear God, 
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help us right now.” 

I trust that God is going to lead us. I am so alive to this right now 
because with my cancer, and with things like the search — these are very 
real-life stressors. This is not abstract. This is very real, and to really 
havea strategy what to do when that fear comes in that “Oh-oh!” that 
anxiety. That basic concept, to just trust that God is going to lead you 
can be a vehicle for deepening your faith. It is not that the magic man 
or woman shows up at that moment, but that eventually what happens 
is that you start to experience calming, and then that is the peace that 
passes all understanding. I sure don’t want to toot my own horn, but 
for most of the fifteen months I was a very peaceful person, and I think 
I served that role in the committee. Not that I had perfect words ... 

But it is so neat to have techniques. I mean, it is not bringing God 
into a manual — God is so mysterious and awesome we can never even 
begin to channel God. But on the other hand, why not have some sort 
of how-to. And the thought that suffering is grace — suffering is so hard, 
it is really inspiring to think that something else is going on here. 
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Prayer 


... We feel such a deep bond of caring and openness. We are on a very 
mysterious journey. We cannot figure out what is going on. We ask that 
you comfort us and give us the wisdom to know that we will never 
figure out what is going on. This is not a journey of the mind. We are 
going to have points of contact, points of a sense of revelation, a sense 
of opening, and then we fall back into the fog. So give us the insight to 
realize that we will never be able to put into words this ineffable dimen- 
sion to our lives. 

But what we do know is that we feel so good when we are thinking 
about this and communicating about this. There is a quality of alive- 
ness that comes — the word is eros, it is a kind of love, it’s a kind of 
arousal in us that just fills us with joy and kindness and sweetness. And 
so we are well motivated to stay on this path. 

It is such a unique path for each one of us. There is no book we can 
read, there is no course we can take, and yet somehow we have found 
that when we share our insight or our sense of desolation ... with our 
dear friends, that we can move on. 

So bless this group. Keep us mindful of how fortunate we are that 
we have the time and the wherewithal to be together twice a month. 
Bless this church that gives us the room to meet. Bless those of us who 
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aren’t with us. Knock on their doors ... very loudly so they are 
reminded of you. 

We are eager students. We are yearning for the next step. We are 
trying to become more skilled in listening to you or skilled in discern- 
ing what your voice is saying and where it is coming from. So help us 
to keep opening to all the possibilities; to hear your voice in the most 
unlikely places. We need strength from you to take in what is told to 
us. We know that parts of this journey are very painful. We need 
strength. But we trust you that you are with us, as you say. We are 
blessed with the truth — you are always with us even when we don’t 
know it; even when we can’t tell it. And as we move along the path, we 
find that our faith in that presence of yours deepens. 

So be kind, be patient as we turn to you and become better able to 
have a habit of turning to you, not just in the hard times, not just in the 
happy times. But we slowly, ever so slowly, start to make you a part of 
our daily routine. We then take on attributes of kindness and patience. 
So we want you to guide us, give us strength, give us inspiration, help 
our hands do what they should do, help our mouths form the words 
that are sweet and kind; and help us lead lives that show people we are 
Christian by the way we lead our lives. 

Amen. 


Okay, I’m going to talk a little more about an article in Science of 
Mind, February 1996 issue. 

There is a force for goodness in this universe and it backs up all of 
us all the time, and that is the principle we need to take in. What could 
be happening may not be particularly pleasant to us, so we have to 
remember it backs up all of us; it is absolutely economical in how it 
supports everybody. But to recognize this and appreciate it on a per- 
sonal level is what changes your life, when you really, really take it in. 
This force is attending to you in your details. This particular dialogue 
— because there is a lot of interweaving of the Science of Mind princi- 
ples in the Bible—and I’m also a very biblically-based person. ... So for 
instance in Second Corinthians it says if anyone be in Christ, she is a 
new creature. All old things are passed away. Behold, all things are 
become new and all things are of God. Be ye reconciled to that. 
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So if we really studied the letters of Paul, that word “new” will come 
in over and over again. So when you are entertaining the thought that 
this force for good and wisdom in your wholeness is pressing on you 
all the time, it is going to start opening your eyes. It is going to start 
shifting old thoughts. And that is why we can be so hopeful about the 
new paradigm in the new age that is coming. That somehow this force 
is pressing on all people. You are going to become new. 

That is threatening for some people. A lot of people shut down. But 
once you open to that, being opened, it is so vibrant. You start to feel 
the dynamism, even though you have your tired old issues and your 
tired old relationships. In a group like this, if we really thought about 
where each one of us was a year ago, and heard other people talk about 
it, we would be amazed at what newness has come into our lives. 

And, just a side-note, it is clear to me that Paul talks about the 
cosmic Christ because he keeps asking you, Have ye the mind that is 
in Christ? He is telling you that we don’t need to worship Jesus; we 
need to become like Jesus. So the key to life is to connect to this force 
and to be open to what this force is guiding you toward doing. It is so 
subtle. It is so mysterious. 

And again, if you are a person who wants to understand what 1s 
going on, you won’t be able to live this way because it is ineffable; it is 
not figure-out-able. 

In my line of work, when I start to see people shift in an attitude, it 
is so miraculous. But they can’t tell you why they shifted. They can’t 
say, “Well, it’s logical, because when she finally showed me she wore a 
blue suit instead of red. ...” It is not a matter of logic, but it is this kind 
of evolving toward being more spiritually awake, and taking on the 
fruits of the spirit, which are the aspects of love: charity, gentleness, 
kindness, patience, and a word I love — freshness. 

And we can’t buy this freshness. We need to align to God, and we 
will start to feel the freshness of every day. Therefore we don’t need to 
go on trips all the time; we don’t need to be stimulated, if life itself is 
going to have this freshness. 

Another basic principle is that the moment of contact is the present 
moment. It is not the past. We have regrets; we have remorse; we have 
wounds; we’ve been deeply hurt. We don’t deny any of that. The past 
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does not have power unless we dwell on it. 

We are worried about the future. We are worried about our health. 
We’re worried about our economic security. It is not the future. If you 
allow yourself to get drawn into those time zones, you will miss the 
contact with God. God is asking you, talking to you, pressing on you, 
right now, and it is a capacity that requires skill to be alert to this. You 
need your eyes; you need your mind. You need to know what you are 
thinking; you need to know what you are feeling. Something happens 
that is pleasant, and you feel sad. How ironic. You have to honor that 
—why did this make me feel sad? 

And what the “now” is doing is helping heal the things of the past. 
We are not denying they happened; we’re not pretending that they 
didn’t have an effect on you, but spiritual healing can be that they don’t 
possess you. You can have a mentally-ill son, you can have a life-threat- 
ening disease. These are very, very hard sad things. But they do not 
reign. You are able to hold them ina way where you still have your sad- 
ness, the fact of helplessness. But they are not the bottom line. So what 
this writer said is, spiritual connecting dissolves these encapsulations. 
I love that word because I’ve got this encapsulation in my right lung, 
which I’m hoping may get dissolved. 

So you have got these little pockets of sadness in a relationship, all 
of us. It is mysterious how it happens. It’s not like they dissolve; they 
don’t disappear; they don’t lose their reality; but there is just a differ- 
ent way that we attend to them. So what is going on is, you are inten- 
tionally, consciously wanting to connect with God, as you are 
becoming created in God’s image. We are created in God’s image, but 
human effort and activity is needed to let that image really take over. 
So we can have good affirmations that say that we are complete. I love 
what this thought says: “Every cell in my body knows exactly what to 
do.” Now we see through a glass darkly, then we will see face to face. 
What we are wanting to move toward is seeing face to face, but there is 
a lot of glass that darkly we are seeing through; a lot of veils. So what 
our life is here, now, is just challenges of the veils lifting. What is won- 
derful about the Christian way — and it is true in other religions — Jesus 
said, My yoke is easy — If you really trust that this force that is pressing 
on you, the force is going to lift the veils. So the good news is, you don’t 
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have to do it yourself. 

You just have to be there and be ready and be okay, and this is one 
reason the essence of this way of thinking has not hit American cul- 
ture. American culture is so focused on self-reliance, do-it-yourself, 
pull yourself up by your own bootstraps, that the thought of surren- 
dering to this force is inimical, because it is seen as weakness. The fact 
is, it is definitely the strongest thing you can do. 

What are the techniques that are so crucial? Well, prayer, of course. 
And again the Bible says, What things so ever you desire, when you 
pray, believe that you receive them and you shall have them. Most 
people are praying from a lack — “Help my health” — and they are 
believing that they are dying, so this is very subtle and complex. We 
know from twelve-step groups now that affirmations are very power- 
ful, and we need to take in this thought that we have to believe that we 
are receiving God’s good. 

So in that dialogue in your head — where the one voice says, “You 
don’t have health. What are you talking about?” — you are able to then 
inspire yourself to have another voice that says, “I am going to act as if 
I have health.” 

This is not a lie, but it is a process. On the one hand, at one end of 
the spectrum, you’ve got, “Nancy has cancer.” On the other end of the 
spectrum is, “Nancy is cancer-free.” Well, I can’t just change from black 
to white in one day. 

So I get the news, the diagnosis is a shock; I believe I have cancer; I 
mean, I can’t breathe. So then I can have these affirmations that say, “I 
feel well. My lung breathes well.” And even though the voice in you 
says, “You know, you are really not breathing very well,” you have to 
be able to be patient. It is very subtle. It is not given to you to know 
what is happening and how it happens. 

But a group like this is fun, because we can reflect. We can go back 
and say, “Gee, when I think about it, I have really changed the way I 
think about my marriage.” In the end to me that is good news, that we 
are not in charge. 

This article was fairly well-written, and then she said that, “The 
thing we have got to realize, is that we want to really personalize this. 
We don’t want just these principles. So she calls God, “Big Sweetie.” 
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Ugh. But I guess what I like is, the thought that it is not just this 
abstract force, that sweet things are going to be delivered to you. So 
think of your own way of thinking about that, but personalize it. 

Another very important point is that we fulfill our nature as we 
indraw God’s nature. And again, that to me is a myriad of psychology 
and spirituality. That somehow God has created such an incredibly 
diverse universe, to get on this path does not mean we are all going to 
go to Calcutta and be Mother Theresa. We are all going to become more 
of who we really are. So it is not about martyrs and asceticism. It is 
about really being who you are, who you are meant to be. And then 
that is so satisfying, so fulfilling. 

Many people, including us, are very talented. We can do many 
things. But the danger is, we are going to do the things that our mother 
told us to do, or the culture told us to do, or that come easiest. And so 
aligning yourself to one compared to God is a way of hedging your 
bets about screwing up and saying, God is really guiding me toward 
the very skills that I need to have. You start to know it; you start to feel 
at home. 

You don’t second-guess yourself and say, “Gee, you know I should 
have been doing that other. ...” When it comes to some clarity and if 
we want to know what are the pitfalls (they are nothing that is strange 
to this group), the pitfalls are judgments, particularly self-judgments. 

We are so hard on ourselves. We say all the live-long day, “Gee, I’m 
not very good at. ...” You know you just start to hear the self-talk. 

And then lack of forgiveness. Again, I think the thinking is so func- 
tional. We want to forgive, not because we are good, or moral, or will 
please God, but because when we hold lack of forgiveness in us our 
clarity 1s clouded. It is like a toxin that is in us, it is in our best interest 
to find a way to forgive. 

Now, people do unforgivable things. So let’s also think about for- 
giveness as a process. You don’t just say, “I can never forgive him for 
doing that” to “I forgive him.” You know it is baby steps, baby steps, 
baby steps; and maybe you just say, “Dear God, will you forgive him? 
I can’t forgive him.” But just the thought that you would like someone 
to forgive this person lightens you up. You start to get unstuck. Again, 
the Bible talks so much about, don’t come to me, to church, to wor- 
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ship, if you have got something against your sister. That is not worship. 
God wants us, it is very much about our lives, about the reality of how 
we operate in our day-to-day lives. Let’s just really keep open to this 
thought that this power of wisdom and love is pressing in on us, it is 
accessible to us, although very mysteriously, and what is going on if we 
open to this process is that love is replacing fear. Perfect love casts out 
all fear, and the more we let love in to us and fill us, it’s like it’s a one- 
to-one — here’s fear and here’s love. Love pushes fear out. You can’t 
have them both in the same place. When you think about it, there is 
really nothing better in a way than to live without fear because there is 
so much to be afraid of. It’s logical, it’s rational. It is a horrible place to 
live because fear causes physical ailments and all kind of things. 

So I am going to end by quoting Teilhard de Chardin, who was a 
Catholic, a brilliant writer, a paleontologist in the fifties - ’'m sure 
you’ve all heard of him, who was silenced by the Catholic Church. 
What he said was, “Today something has happened to the whole struc- 
ture of human consciousness, a new kind of life is starting.” He was a 
prophet. This was in the fifties and I think it’s true; I think we are living 
at the interface of two great ages. I think we are at a time of evolution 
and it is a very hard time in a way because there is a struggle going on. 
The old age doesn’t want to die and of course not, it has served us well. 
This kind of thinking never used to be proselytized because if people 
aren’t open to it you are not going to convince them and what is so 
ironic is that in many ways the most successful people don’t want to be 
open to this because they don’t want to let go of what has served them 
well. So by saying to them, “Oh, you should surrender,” we are kind 
of vitiating what works for them, and they are too confused. 

I think we are just so fortunate that we are the pioneers. Where Iam 
is to really trust that it is happening, and therefore I don’t have to go 
persuade anybody. I think, as I said before, next time lam going to give 
a talk on the new paradigm. 
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... that life is God. 

... That life is my life now. That life provides me with everything I 
need for my total fulfillment, abundance. So it is just the same old, same 
old, we just need to keep focusing on it. Because our thoughts are so 
important. And as we think, that is what determines if the divine cur- 
rent can flow through us or not. We would like God to just come 
charging in and knock on our door, but if we are in a place of negativ- 
ity or fear or judgment, that divine current cannot flow through. 

It is a system; it is like anything else in our lives; anyone we meet, 
we sense their energy. Their energy has an impact on us. We can’t just 
go through the world like autonomous automatons. People influence 
us, and God, I love that, we are made in God’s image. That not only 
tells us about God; it tells us about us. 

In other words, it tells us about God, that we can assume some 
things; if we believe that is true, that if we are systemically affected by 
our friends, our family of origin, and so on, that God is not just this 
grandiose mechanism that can come into our lives. There are epipha- 
nies, there are revelations, but the path that we are espousing, which is 
to open to our spirit dimension, needs our partnership, needs our half 


of the bargain. And so it is really important that we think about our 
thoughts. 
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One of the wonderful quotes was, “Today, no matter what happens 
to me, I look for the gift in every situation. I become a possibility 
seeker.” 

We know a lot of psychology. The more we know, the more we 
become convinced it is true that to name things in a positive way 
strengthens us. To have a negative name saps energy. 

We know there are hard things. There are issues that irritate us, but 
if you keep thinking about these concepts — do you want to be 
strengthened or do you want your energy to be sapped? - there is a 
choice here. 

So things like “Look for the gift in every situation” are helpful 
because not everything pleases us or seems positive. But if we have this 
thought, that we are going to look for a gift, then when the negative 
thing happens, if you have the response of, “Where is the gift in this?” 
that helps us not to get taken over by the negativity, and it helps short- 
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circuit our ingrained ways of reacting to certain people and certain sit- 
uations. 

What is in a name? Everything! We really need to be aware of what 
we say and how we think, because — and this is so biblical — what sort 
of things are good? What sort of things are loved? What sort of things 
are of a good report? Think on these things, from Philippians. We want 
to keep rephrasing what we think: Hear our negative thought; hear the 
tape; not let the tape go on automatic pilot. Even though a negative 
thought occurs to you, to be aware of it is the gift; to just be mindful: 
Oh, I’m thinking a negative thought about this person; and you can 
say, “Anybody can think a negative thought about this person.” But to 
watch yourself be that way short-circuits it. It’s not as it was before; 
there is an interruption. 

I don’t know if you ever saw the incredibly fun movie with Marlon 
Brando and Johnny Depp, a very gifted new actor, and Fay Dunaway, 
called Don Juan de Marcos. Johnny Depp is a young man who thinks 
he is Don Juan, and he romances women. Marlon Brando is a psychi- 
atrist who takes him seriously. 

Don Juan says, “It is all a matter of perception. Some may say that 
one woman has a nose that is too large, or another feature that is too 
short, but I do not look at those things at all. I see the radiant jewel that 
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lives within each woman; the gorgeous, unique beauty at her core. And 
she responds to my vision by expressing that great beauty.” 

That is the secret. If you really can perceive the beauty, that is what 
comes out. This allows us to live a life filled with love. It is very subtle 
and slow, but it is just true, that our perception creates what we get in 
our lives. It is a basic law: “As within, so without.” If you have people 
in your lives that are critical and judgmental and impatient, it reflects 
that there is something in you that is like that. 

Just as we are what we eat — if we eat good calories of healthful food, 
we have good blood chemistry. If we eat junk food, it eventually 
catches up with us, and we don’t have good inner health. And that 1s 
also true of mental food. What we eat mentally, what we take into our 
minds and we digest, becomes our life. It is so crucial to really be aware 
of what you are eating in terms of your thoughts, and go on a mental 
health food love diet today. The more you feast on love, the more love 
there will be to feast on. 

This is something that is very real and very serious. The difference 
between wishing that this could be true and taking action is the Grand 
Canyon. So we need to be serious about what we want in life and say, 
“We can do this.” 

But at the same time, we have to realize that this is very difficult. 
Unfortunately, the minute you get to one level, you are going to be 
challenged to another level. So it is really wonderful to keep humility 
in mind. In fact, all the great spiritual writers tell us that humility and 
vulnerability are essential attributes. Be kind to yourself when you slip 
into your old habits of being mad and critical; don’t be too hard on 
yourself. 

One thing I read that was so helpful on my trip was, “Just think of 
one thing you like about that person and focus on it. There has got to 
be some physical feature or something if you can possibly think of it. 

The thing I want to keep focusing on is the combining of psychol- 
ogy and spirituality in today’s world. We don’t want to judge people’s 
morality. We want to be healthy now, and judgment is a negative qual- 
ity. It is negative energy. It hurts us. 

And so, not forgiving hurts us. Our self-interest kicks in. Not only 
is the person making us angry and aggrieved, but they are actually sap- 
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ping our energy. It is like a double whammy. It is not that we’re not 
aware that there are bad things going on, but if we focus on the bad 
things, we are just doubling it ourselves. 

So, this is the path of feeling your heart break, because a lot of people 
are in very difficult places. But what we want to believe is that the uni- 
verse is designed for awakening the soul, and so the soul gets awakened 
to compassion through our learning to have mercy instead of criticism. 
If you believe that and if you trust that, then you have got to take it seri- 
ously, and say, “Okay, what happens today is to wake me up.” 

But you know the soul is very mysterious and huge, and so there 
are a lot of things that can go into that. Having your heart broken is 
part of it, that very sad things happen. I do think there is so much of a 
paradox in life.... We talk about seeing miracles every day. One of the 
things I did after my trip was I met with a clairvoyant, who I am going 
to bring here because she was just astoundingly accurate. She was 
saying the secret to living is to run on miracle energy, which means, to 
be open to the possibility that God is going to find you a parking place, 
metaphorically. 

The underside of that is, your heart breaks. To be awakened isn’t 
always joyous. It means you have to be aware of the tragedy of life. But 
you also open to joy. You cannot have one without the other. 

I think the problem with American culture is that we have this 
assumption drummed into us that you can be happy all the time. That 
is crazy. Life is tragic. But what is wonderful with a faith, is that we 
believe life is eternal and even things like death aren’t the last word. 

So if you are on this path to wanting to become more aware, I guess 
I would say obtaining joy is wondrous, and that it is definitely worth 
also becoming aware of pain. What we also know is that the need for 
taking time every day is the way we achieve this ongoing journey. So 
again, I keep hoping everybody is taking time for quiet. Meditation is 
the world’s best fear remover. Fearful images haunt us only as long as 
we are unwilling to face them. 

If you take time for quiet and meditation, the things that haunt you 
will come to you; but also the strength to face them will come. Slowly 
but surely, the shadows get to be dispelled, and we start to be able to 
look through the eyes of love and acceptance, but not judgment. 
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Not that you accept everything that happens, but that you just 
don’t take on God’s role. Judgment is mine, sayeth the Lord. You trust 
that as we sow, so we shall reap. And as people sow, they will reap. And 
you don’t have to be the one to force the harvest. It still might mean 
you will take someone to court. You still have action; you still have 
behavior; but it all is crucial as to how you are approaching that action. 

So, the bottom line is that God’s love is unconditional, and we are 
ready to receive it; it is there. And the more we live in the presence of 
unconditional love, the more effortlessly it flows through us. Eventu- 
ally, as Steven Mitchell wrote in The Gospel According to Jesus, you no 
longer need external rules or bibles or messiahs. It is kind of a won- 
derful way of thinking about it, because what we are saying is that we 
are looking for the Kingdom of Heaven right here, and not waiting 
until we die. The Kingdom of Heaven is found when we are in a state 
of love. It can be discovered by anyone who truly wants it. 

If we open to really trusting that love is always present, even when 
the shadow of fear or guilt or anger is blocking our awareness of it. ... 
You start to move to the place where anything negative — I have said 
this several times, I know — but it becomes a trigger. You feel angry, you 
feel upset, you feel unhappy. Then your mind says, “Oh! Divine love 
is present, even though my current awareness is blocking it.” And you 
get an interrupt to the bad things you were thinking at that moment. 

This is from a Hindu named Rama Krishna: 


“The sole purpose and goal for human life, the supreme ideal of 
which all other ideals are simply an expression, is to cultivate 
love. There is no boundary whatsoever to pure love. It embraces 


humanity and divinity equally. In the most intense love, no sense 
of duality can remain.” 


That of course is the ultimate goal, which is very hard to achieve. In 
the end, what we are moving to is a sense of oneness that we are all part 
of God. So really what I am doing to you, I am doing to myself. What 
that other person is doing to me, he is doing to himself. And if he is 
doing something unhappy, poor dear, he is doing it to himself. Even- 
tually the thought really is not, Do unto others as you would have them 
do unto you, but “Do unto others because you are doing unto you.” It 
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is in our best interest to treat ourselves kindly. 

So you all are practical mystics. That means that you are catalysts 
for change, and you are helping humanity evolve, because you are 
really focusing on spiritual consciousness; and whether you like it or 
Not it is starting to inform how you are. 

[love that. It is not, “Did I do good today?” No, no, no. ... 

Itis just who you are. It is how you talk to the parking ramp atten- 
dant. So what you are doing is embodying this sense of intuitive Gnos- 
tic, this heart-knowing. 

People say, “Well, how do you know that?” and you say, “Well, I 
just know.” You are not going to get into the witness box and show 
your proof, and so on. The way you are, is the consciousness. Then you 
become instruments for the Higher Power, and you get to be used. 

I have one more story. A friend died of cancer. Two very close 
friends wanted to honor her. They finally decided they would cook a 
feast, cook up a storm, and then just ask people to come and donate 
money. They were hoping that they might get two thousand dollars. I 
thought that was a good idea, so I was going to give them a nice dona- 
tion. I thought I would quickly stop by, give them the money, and | 
thought, I’m not going to talk to all those people. But when I got there, 
there were plenty of parking places. I thought, well, everybody is late. 
The higher power is really giving me a lot of choices today about where 
to park. I went up the sidewalk, and I could see it was dark. Any sane 
person at any moment along the way would have turned back and said, 
“T must have the wrong day” and the signs were so clear ... but Nancy 
just goes up and rings that doorbell. They show up, these two women 
in their dusting clothes. 

I said, “I think I have the wrong day.” And they said, “Oh, it’s on 
Sunday.” 

“Oh, I can’t believe it. 1am so sorry I... lam so glad that you have 
seen me do competent projects so you know that you won’t judge me 
by this. Then they said, “Well, come on in.” 

They had baskets where they were going to put the chips, and they 
had daffodils from the cancer society fund-raiser last week and they 
were going to play Pavarotti ... I just said, “This is so wonderful. ’m 
giving a little party myself on Sunday, but I'll definitely stop by again. 
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... This is going to be really special.” 

So I went home, thinking, “Oh, Nancy. Why didn’t you just bring 
the invitation with you? What is with your mind?” 

So, Saturday I was cooking for my little party, and the phone rang. 
It was one of the women and she said, “I just have to tell you, you made 
the day. We have not had a good response; no one at school seems to 
be very happy about this; we were asking ourselves, “Why are we 
doing this? This is a dumb idea, who are we to think people will come 
and pay money to taste our food?” 

“We just were really depressed and you showed up and you were so 
enthusiastic, you were so excited, and it just ... we said, the party has 
begun. ... We had been cooking all day and had been playing Pavarotti 
anne 

It was so amazing to me. I didn’t feel very enthusiastic. I felt pretty 
embarrassed. But I just think the Higher Power rang that doorbell. 
Because a sane person would have said, “I believe ve got the wrong 
day.” I don’t want to be discovered, how stupid ... There’s no part of 
me that said, “These people are depressed. I’d better cheer them up.” It 
was totally unknown to me. It was so wonderful that they called me 
too. They could have just said to each other, “Boy, she made a differ- 
ence,” but they wanted to tell me. ... It is just interesting how we get 
to be used, even though we make mistakes. 

The other piece that we surely want to remember is that, to move 
into this consciousness, you become whole. It is a whole-making 
process, which is salvation. So psychological issues will start to rise up 
for you. The good news is, that God is the therapist. (You might also go 
to a therapist, too. You might do whatever it occurs to you to do.) But 
the point of what is going on, is that the shadow is becoming conscious. 

What we have in our shadow is a part of us that we need to know. 
It is not necessarily bad ... Jung called the shadow the “golden 
shadow” ... but if we don’t bring into consciousness parts of us that 
we have repressed or suppressed, we will be at its mercy. We will be at 
the effect of the shadow. 

We will over-react when something happens. We will have anger 
come out sideways. fi 


People say to me, “I’m so irritated, and I don’t know why.” I want 
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to say, “Ding-dong! The shadow is calling you.” That is exactly an 
example of the shadow, when you get really angry, and you don’t really 
know why, or you could also be in a low mood, you can have lots of 
things going on. ... To integrate the shadow is hard work. It is very 
uncomfortable. We do not want to know what we have been repress- 
ing all our lives. Not because it is bad, necessarily, but it is so uncom- 
fortable for us. 

It is so important to do this, because then the shadow blesses us with 
a spiritual gift, and that is, you could say ... élan vital “vital energy; life 
spirit.” It charges you. You become more creative. You get empowered 
in your personal relationships, your career; your personality starts to 
seem so authentic. You are the salt of the earth then, and people want 
to be with you, even though you might disagree with them. 

What we are moving toward is the marriage of the ego and the soul. 
This is the highest union possible. And what this allows is to have spirit 
and body and matter, through the agency of personality. You become 
more who you are than you have ever been. It is called hieros dominos, 
which is Jung’s highest goal that he ever talked about. Eventually, what 
this really is, is dissolving the dualism between our human and divine 
natures. So that is an ultimate; that rarely happens. 

I think this is probably what happened with Jesus and that is why 
they thought he was like God. 

But as we evolve we do take on the fruit of the spirit, which 1s, as we 
have said many times, gentleness, compassion, joy, patience. We just 
become people that people like to be around because somehow they 
trust you, and they are at home with you, because they don’t think you 
are going to criticize them or judge them or get mad at them, be volatile, 
take things personally. 

This guy called me up, he was so angry; some material I had given 
out didn’t have Jesus in it. It was fine to say, “Isn’t that interesting, that 
Jesus is so real for him. And how lucky he is.” And it is not true for me. 
And I don’t have to be defensive, that I can’t always give out material 
that fits everybody. 

You just start to say, as things occur that are completely opposite of 
what you want or are thinking, “How interesting! I wonder what this 
is going to lead to? I wonder what I am supposed to learn from this?” 
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So, we keep our ego. It really isn’t that the ego dies, but the hard 
edges of the ego soften. We do need our ego to organize our lives and 
plan our day. But what happens, is when you plan your day, you’ve got 
qualities that are light-hearted, curious, inspirational, spontaneous; a 
different energy starts to imbue what you are doing. 

And finally, the end is that what the practical mystic is, is someone 
who lives with an open heart. Once you are really feeling your heart, 
that is when you can have unconditional love. You forgive people; you 
see their innocence — Forgive them, they know not what they do. Inthe 
end what it is, is a very overwhelming sense of compassion. “Poor you, 
poor mewn 

What is going on, in all bad situations, is that people are perform- 
ing in very bad ways, but there really is an innocence there. We can 
judge the act, but I tell you, if we had their lives we could be doing the 
same thing. If you’ve seen Dead Man Walking, it is a very profound 
movie and hard to watch. But I think it is a very deep movie. It’s a true 
story about a nun, who befriended a man on death row, who could love 
the perpetrator and could love the families of the victims. No one could 
believe that: “You gotta love one or the other! You can’t love them 
both!” And she really did. She really did. Very touching. Very deep. 
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Nancy Jean Solstad Baltins 
(1946-1996) 
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PLYMOUTH CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH 


JULY 3, 1996 


REDERICK BUECHNER WRITES: “In his holy flirtation with the 
world, God occasionally drops a handkerchief. These handker- 
chiefs are called saints.” While Nancy would have broken into laughter 
at the use of the word “saint” for her, the fact is that you and I are here 
today because somewhere on the journey, on some purposeful highway 
or some inner byway, God put her in our path — and, whether we knew 
it right away or figured it out over time, we realized that this was God’s 
playful, personal, passionate way of catching us unawares, of getting 
our attention, of circumventing our defenses, and, with the slightest of 
gestures, of touching our hearts. Though her accomplishments were 
awesome, Nancy did not so much inspire awe as she did delight, and 
delight’s mother, joy. We are here because of that delight, because of that 
joy, because the thanksgiving in us needed a voice, because each of us, 
for reasons we probably do not understand, picked up the handkerchief 
that God has dropped and, in holding it to us, found ourselves blessed. 
It was just a couple of weeks ago that Nancy jotted down her desire 
that, should this day come, we, her gathered friends and family would 
read the 46TH Psatm. We may not know what her intent was; perhaps 
she didn’t know either. But I find it marvelous how the Psalm, in its 
three stanzas, mirrors the final movements on her own spiritual jour- 


ney: courage, gladness, and stillness. 
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The Psalm begins: 


God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble 
Therefore we will not fear though the earth should change, 
Though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 

Though its waters roar and foam, 

though the mountains tremble with its tumult. 


We must not think that Nancy could not feel the ground shake 
beneath her feet, from her last illness or from other difficulties that 
came to her life. She felt it; she knew the roaring of the inner waters that 
some have called the Dark Night of the Soul. Just days ago, we read 
together the 22ND Psat, which was quoted centuries earlier by 
another young person facing death: My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me? it begins. Nancy recognized herself in those words, but 
she did not flinch from confronting her anxieties, her sense of aban- 
donment. Rather, she moved through them — straight through them — 
to a place of not fearing. We will not fear though the earth change, and 
how it has changed for you and for me in these last days! Do you know 
that neither she — nor God — would have us pretend that this is easy, or 
stifle the sob, or stem the tear? Paradoxically, it is the tears that clear 
our eyes enough so that we can seek and find in ourselves the place of 
not fearing. Nancy found it. So can we. 

Then the Psalmist sings: 


There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
The holy habitation of the Most High. 

God 1s in the midst of her, she shall not be moved; 

God will help her right early. 


This river — this universal source of spirit — fed Nancy and made her 
glad. Laughter, the trickster’s playful eye, the exquisite gift of not 
taking herself too seriously — these were signs of her ultimate gladness. 
And, too, the gladness — the lightness — of Nancy’s spirit, was possible 
because she was able to shed the burden of judging other people. If she 
was able to travel an amazing distance on the spiritual road in a short 
number of years, it is because she didn’t weigh herself down with the 
apparatus or the inclination to judge. She discerned the spirits in 


Eulogy AG 319 


people; she was wise about the good and evil in all of us, but she didn’t 
judge. I wonder if you felt that acceptance from her. I know I did. And 
that acceptance had the incredible effect of drawing out the best in me. 
Pll bet it did for you, too. But if you wanted to see the real depth of 
Nancy’s gladness, you only needed to hear her talk about her family. 
They were a light for her in these last months. 


The last movement of Nancy’s spiritual journey was stillness. In the 
third verse of PsaLM 46 we read: 


Be still, and know that I am God. 


Such a simple commandment, but how difficult! Just to be still. 
Nancy never desired death. She didn’t want to give up, and she never 
did give up. But she did give herself over — an entirely different move- 
ment — and in doing that came close to the inner stillness, inner accep- 
tance that gets our desires out of the way and lets God be God. In the 
East and in the West the saints have known this, and Nancy touched it 
in her final days. It was what she had sought all of her life, the stillness 
of being held by the Great Mother, to know the cradling arms, to taste 
at the nurturing breast, to hear the sweet, sweet song of one’s own name 
being called, the profound and abiding gift of being unconditionally 
loved. 

In choosing that Psalm for us, Nancy, this handkerchief of a saint 
dropped lovingly by God, has invited us — every one of us — to gather 
at the river of all spirit — to take courage, to be glad, and like children 
for whom the day is far spent, to know the peace of being still in the 
arms of the Eternal. Amen. 
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Appendix 


A Guide for Spirituality Groups’ 


Principles 


Listen! I am standing at the door knocking, if you hear my voice 
and open the door, I will come into you. REVELATION 3:20 


How do we hear God knocking, and how do we hear God’s voice? 
e Exteriorly —in synchronicity, when external events and circum- 
stances have an unmistakable personal meaning for us 
e Interiorly — we feel God’s presence in our heart, in our body, in 


our energy, with our senses 


e Times of transcendence 


How do we open the door? 

e Through intentionality, actually telling God that we are now 
opening the door. We then follow through by committing some 
part of each day to our relationship to God. 

¢ Through various spiritual disciplines that each person discovers 
most apt 

Slowing our pace 
Solitude 
Silence 


Simpler life style — less consuming, amassing goods 
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Prayer 

Worship 

Meditation — sitting, walking 
Reading sacred texts (Bible) 
Reading devotional material 
Journaling 

Yoga 

Retreats 


How do we know God has come in to us? 


e Increase in the fruits of the spirit 
Patience 
Gratitude 
Joy 
Humor 
Openness 
Increased awe and wonder 
Fear and anxiety replaced by peace and love 
Sense of the sweetness of life 
Kindness 
Detachment from outcome — our ego “sits down” 
Less Judgment 
Serenity 
Awareness of sinfulness and desire to be a better person 
Awareness of body, feelings of being centered, grounded 
More activities of service and justice 
Freedom 
Vulnerability 
Attention to the details of our life 


¢ Belief that God’s hand is in all that happens for our wholeness 
(salvation) and the world’s wholeness 


Fill me with joy and gladness; let the bones which thou hast 
broken rejoice. PsaLM 51:8 


When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; 
and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when 
thou walkest through fire, thou shalt not be burned. 


Appendix AG a2 


We sense that all of our life is our teacher; we want to learn 
from all that happens to us. 


“Why should I wish to see God better than today? 

I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four 
and each moment then 

In the faces of men and women, I see God and in my 
own face in the glass, 

I find letters from God dropped in the street, and every 
one is signed by God’s name, 

And I leave them where they are, for I know that 
wherever I go, 

Others will punctually come forever and ever” 


Walt Whitman 
The point of all of this: an experiential relationship with God. 


This is a slow, gradual, life long, never ending process. 


SEDITORSANOTE: il . 
This is part of an initial draft of a Guide for Spirituality Groups which Nancy 
had begun. 
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These footnotes and bibliography refer to Choose and be Given Life — Before 
and After Death, pages 197-210: 


Footnotes 


29. Prayer for the dead from Reform Judaism. 

30. Tom Riley, “Prayer to the Life,” Theology Today, Vol x11, No. 1, April, 
1988. 

31. Quoted by Paul Van Buren in Pinchas Lapide, The Resurrection of Jesus — a 
Jewish Perspective (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1983) 27. 

32. Hans Kung, Eternal Life? (Garden City, Ny. Y.: Doubleday & Co., Inc. 
1985) 111. 

33. Lapide, p. 64. 

34. It’s also interesting to note that the longer the length of time from the Resur- 
rection that the Gospel account is written, the more data and detailed 
description is included. Paul’s account (written closest to the event) takes 
four sentences, thereby being the most succinct recounting, whereas the 
Fourth Gospel, written two generations after the Resurrection, devotes two 
full chapters to its recounting. 
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the Jews rejecting Jesus as God’s Son, God’s chosen Messiah. As he writes 
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John Baillie. Copyright 1949 by Charles Scribner’s Sons; copy- 
right renewed ©1977 by Ian Fowler Baillie. 

Page 66: Excerpt from The Meaning of Prayer by Harry Emerson 
Fosdick (New Win Publishing) 

Page 86: “The Artificial Nigger” from A Good Man is Hard to Find 
and Other Stories, ©1955 by Flannery O’Connor and renewed 
1983 by Regina O’Connor, reprinted by permission of Harcourt, 
Ware, 

Page 170: Excerpt from The Responsible Self by H. Richard Niebuhr 
(Harper Collins Publishers) 

Pages 182 and 204: Excerpts reprinted with the permission of Simon 
& Schuster from The Meaning of Revelation by H. Richard 
Niebuhr. Copyright 1941 by Macmillan Publishing Company; 
copyright renewed ©1969 by Florence Niebuhr, Cynthia M. 
Niebuhr, and Richard R. Niebuhr. 

Page 189: Excerpt from Jung, Carl; Psychology and Alchemy. 
Copyright ©1953, 1968 by Bollingen Foundation. Published by 
Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton 
University Press. 
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Page 191: Excerpt from Jung and the Christian Way by Christopher 
Bryant ©1983 by Christopher Bryant (HarperCollins Publishers 
Inc.) 

Page 199: Excerpt from The Resurrection of Jesus — a Jewish Perspec- 
tive by Pinchas Lapide (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing 
House, 1983) 

Pages 230 and 231: Excerpts from Psychology and Religion by Carl 
Jung (Yale University Press, 1992) 

Page 233: Excerpt from Memories, Dreams and Reflections by Carl 
Jung (Vintage Publishing) 

Page 246: “To Know the Way” from The Tao of Pooh by Benjamin 
Hoff. Copyright ©1982 by Benjamin Hoff, text and illus. from 
Winnie-The-Pooh and The House at Pooh Corner, cR 1926, 1928 
by E.P. Dutton, ©1953, 1956 by A.A. Milne. Used by permission 
of Dutton, a division of Penquin Putnam Inc. 

Page 250: Excerpts from The Tao of Pooh by Benjamin Hoff. Copy- 
right ©1982 by Benjamin Hoff, text and illus. from Winnie-The- 
Pooh and The House at Pooh Corner, cR 1926, 1928 by E.P. 
Dutton, ©1953, 1956 by A.A. Milne. Used by permission of 
Dutton, a division of Penquin Putnam Inc. 
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“7 can think of no subject on which 
I would rather talk than Meditation. 
My epitaph should read, ‘Meditation 
changed her life.’? — PAGE 130 


“Tf we follow a spiritual practice, such 
as meditation, we will come to the con- 
sciousness that we are... part human, 
part divine, belonging to eternity now 
as well as to our regular time. Until we 

_ truly take time for God, we will live 
only half of who we are!?? — — pacE 133 


So let’s agree with the mystics that the Spirit of God is every- 
where. But even if this is true in an absolute spiritual sense, it is 
only effective in our own experience to the extent to which it is 
realized by us. Can we really train ourselves to behold the pres- 
ence and activity of God in everything around us??? — — pace 247 


“Once it becomes common for people to tap into their divine 
essence for guidance, the world will literally transform. >?- pacr 299 


“We discover the universal law that self-sacrifice is the key to the 
actualized life; our participation with humanity is our self-real- 
ization. It is only in acting out of a concern for humanity as a 
whole do we become truly whole ourselves.» — PAGE 186 
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